Trial By Fire

1 Cor 3:9-15 For we are God's fellow workers. You are God's field, God's building. 10 According to the grace of God given to me, like a skilled master builder I laid a foundation, and someone else is building upon it. Let each one take care how he builds upon it. 11 For no one can lay a foundation other than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ. 12 Now if anyone builds on the foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, straw — 13 each one's work will become manifest, for the Day will disclose it, because it will be revealed by fire, and the fire will test what sort of work each one has done. 14 If the work that anyone has built on the foundation survives, he will receive a reward. 15 If anyone's work is burned up, he will suffer loss, though he himself will be saved, but only as through fire. ESV

Heb 12:28-29 Therefore let us be grateful for receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, and thus let us offer to God acceptable worship, with reverence and awe, 29 for our God is a consuming fire. ESV

______________________________________________________________________

Our God created this world to set a stage to reveal Himself to us and He uses the things that He has created to teach us of Him.  The wind, with its sound thereof and invisible yet powerful force, shows us how His Spirit operates.  As does water with its washing and necessity for life.  The seasons show us how that God operates in our life, the seed and the rain and the crop teach us of His Word, and is not the analogy of light shining into the darkness a wonderful and instructive figure to teach us about our Great Savior?  The greatest darkness is helpless and flees at the feeblest light and how much more is darkness helpless when the greatest of light has come!  

And yet in all of this imagery of God's creation teaching us of who He is, there is no greater figure than that of fire.  It has always been throughout scripture that when God has manifested Himself, fire has also come and there is a reason for this because our God is love, He is Spirit, He is light, and yet as the writer of Hebrews put it:

Heb 12:29 for our God is a consuming fire. ESV

He did not say that “our God is like unto a consuming fire” but rather “our God is a consuming fire.”  It is not so much a simile as it is a declaration of identity.  God is Spirit; God is love; God is fire.  Therefore it is not an accident that when God shows up that fire is present because it is a part of who He is and how we experience Him.  That is why fire was a central part of the outer court of Moses' Tabernacle and Solomon's Temple.  That is why at night the Israelites saw Him as a pillar of fire.  That is why when Abraham saw Him manifest Himself, he saw a smoking lantern for where there is fire, there is smoke, and where there is smoke, there is fire.  

This great truth is why when Elisha prayed for the servant's eyes to be opened and he was able to see  beyond the natural armies surrounding the city to the hills that were filled with the host of heaven, he saw fiery chariots and horses of fire all around.  Elisha knew where the fiery taxi that had taken Elijah away had come from and this hosts of heaven are reflective of their Commander in Chief and their Lord who created them and commissioned them, therefore they are consumed and yet constructed of fire.  For the God whom they serve is a consuming fire!  In everything that He does and wherever He moves, there is fire!  He spoke the stars into existence and we now know that each of them are tremendous fires of nuclear chain reaction burning in the heavens!  When God speaks, fire is the result for that is who He is – our God is a consuming fire.

We also should be careful to note the exactness of that phrase for truly He is a consuming fire.  Our God is not a feeble fire that just barely survives as an eternal flame, but a roaring and very stable inferno!  It speaks of his power but it also speaks of His work within us.  He doesn't just burn to bring a little heat or light into a situation but rather He consumes utterly or wholly.  It speaks to us that God will not just touch a part of or a section, but when He burns in a situation or a life or a heart, He is a consuming fire meaning that His flame deals with everything that is there.  He does not just act on the periphery, but ultimately He consumes one way or another everything that He touches.  

____________________________________________

I want this identity of God as fire and that statement of truth that I made earlier to get into your spirit and your mind and let it bring clarity to your life's ways and purpose.  The statement I made was that everywhere God manifests Himself there is always fire present for He is a consuming fire.  Think of that and let us realize at least three ways that it is true in our lives.  When God is present things are always going to result in a trial by fire for He is consuming fire.  Think of that.  It is a great truth!  It is true first of all in that


The first day that Christ truly comes into a life is a trial by fire.  

The Holy Spirit – the baptism of spirit that Christ gives every true believer – is a baptism of fire.  It was John who spoke of the Christ, even before He had lain eyes on Him:

Matt 3:11-12 "I baptize you with water for repentance, but he who is coming after me is mightier than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. 12 His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and gather his wheat into the barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire." ESV

Say that with me, “He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.”  And then the next words of John were to describe a cleansing – a separation that this fire would bring of wheat and chaff, of excess and necessary, of fruit and husks.  In some sense, the Holy Spirit is the fire for it is the presence of God, and yet in another sense, when the Holy Spirit begins to burn in a life, there begins a trial by fire of cleansing and consuming.  

Does anybody here know that the baptism of the Holy Ghost and fire is still for us today?  That it was not just a scripture fulfilled only for those on the Day of Pentecost in Acts 2 but that it is truly for all whom God still calls?  Like the showdown on Mt. Carmel with Elijah, the true God still answers with fire when His people will lay their flesh on an altar and cover the entire thing with water!  It's not the faked, worked-up fire of Baal or some man-made notion, either, but it is the real!  And it can consume any flesh and even the stoniest hearts!  When that fire fell, it even consumed dirt – anybody glad that the fire of the Holy Ghost can take what is unclean and purify it and consume it?  This Holy Spirit and fire baptism that Jesus came to bring was not just something for the early church, but it is for every believer today!  I'm amongst people who not only believe that but who know it for they have experienced it! 

And yet never forget that our God is a consuming fire.  That when the Holy Spirit comes, it is His fire moving into your heart and head and life.  And it will not be happy merely licking at the corners, but it will work to engulf you in its flame.  God does not come and fill a person's life and then just quietly sit there as a small, ashy ember, but He comes in roaring and seeking every back room and every single thing.  God does not just come in to save your soul, but also your marriage.  He does not just come in to heal your spiritual man, but also to work on your physical infirmities.  He does not just come to cleanse you for heaven, but to work on your insecurities and your hurts and your faults.  He does not just work on your spirit man, but also your personality and your life decisions.  He is a consuming fire and He does not just peacefully reside in the hearts of men with no effect.  When a man is on fire, nobody needs have him tell them, for they can tell by looking and so it is when the Spirit of the Lord fills and begins to consume a person!  Things start happening and things start changing and there is everything but deadness present.  Unlike the burning bush of Moses' day which was burning but was not consumed, we are consumed by His fire and yet through it we really begin to live!  

Sadly there are some people who want the fire but don't want the fire to be the fire that it is.  That is, they want a little fire, but not a consuming one.  That is why three times the New Testament uses words that relate to fire when it tells us what not to do with the Spirit.  The scriptures command us to Quench not the Spirit, Grieve not the Spirit, Resist not the Spirit.  Say that with me; we must never forget it.  Do not quench the fire within by placing adverse materials upon it to try to rein in it.  If a fire is to burn brightly and consume everything, you should not put sand and water and other things not conducive to a fire upon it and yet how many Christians receive the fire of the Holy Spirit and when the Spirit begins to try to burn brightly and to conduct its trial by fire of beginning to take control of everything, they hinder the Spirit because they quench the Spirit by piling upon it old lifestyles and sinful actions and so their entire existence, rather than being defined by a roaring fire of the Spirit trying everything within them and changing them is instead marked by seeing just how much junk they can pile on and yet not have the fire go out.  Oh, that's no way to treat our God!  Quench not the Spirit!

Likewise some grieve the Spirit by no longer giving the fire something else to burn.  As the fire begins to consume this and that, they respond to the trial by fire by saying, “you can change everything but this over here.”  And eventually the fire moves to lick at that for it comes to try everything in our hearts and yet how sometimes we grieve the Holy Spirit.  “Oh, I want God to work in my marriage, but not my finances.”  Or vice versa.  I want Him to work on the inside and not the outside.  Or vice versa.  And so we grieve the Holy Spirit.  A grieved fire will eventually go out because it has nothing else upon which to act.  But we should treat our God differently – He is a consuming fire; grieve not the Spirit!

Neither should we resist the Spirit.  I do not have to spend much time on this because you know full well that certain attitudes are “flame resistant” in that they retard our yielding to Him.  Doubt as to His Spirit and hardened hearts are resistant to the work of the Spirit.  But that, too, is no way to treat our God.  He is a consuming fire – resist not the Spirit!

And so the Holy Spirit is more than just a one-time, emotional feel-good experience but it is the coming of the fire of God into our lives.  It is the beginning of a trial by fire where God begins to shake inwardly everything that can be shaken.  That is the verses before our text in Hebrews that says, “our God is a consuming fire.”  Everything that can be shaken will be shaken and it is His fire that does it.  He wants to test everything within us and He does this from within by taking control and consuming every part of us.  He wants to bring cleansing and purification to every room and every aspect of our life.  His first coming is a trial by fire, the fire of the Holy Spirit!

______________________________________________  

There is another work that we must speak of for hopefully you do not just connect to His presence and abide in Him for the few moments of the initial experience of being filled with His Spirit.  Hopefully you learn to walk in the light of that burning Spirit of God within you.  Hopefully you take it with you as you walk in this world and begin to let it have its way.  If so, then you will quickly discover that:

Every day that Christ is at the center of your life is a trial by fire.

Jesus told James and John when they had asked for the seats of honor in the kingdom to come, “are you able to be baptized with the cup that I will be baptized with?”  He was not speaking of water baptism here but of baptism by fire.  He was speaking of the persecution and the mistreatment and the trials that He would soon endure.  He was speaking of the cross and even the death of His flesh.  All who follow in His footsteps will endure such things.  All who live Godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution.  His footsteps still lead to people turning on you and the trial of faith.  Some of this is of God, and some of this is not of God and yet God can sustain you through it.  Do you remember the pagan king who turned the furnace up seven times hotter and then through the faithful and the Godly in?  God showed up with them and protected them.  Our God is a consuming fire – He, Himself, is a greater fire than this world could ever create, do you think that He is not at home taking His children through such things?  

In such, the fire is a test to make sure that you really have the fire!  Fire cannot be destroyed by fire.  And not only that, the fire shows the genuineness of what we have.  Peter wrote:

1 Peter 1:6-7 In this you rejoice, though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been grieved by various trials, 7 so that the tested genuineness of your faith—more precious than gold that perishes though it is tested by fire—may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ. ESV

Joy that cannot last despite negativity is not a true joy.  Faith that cannot bear up under testing is not genuine.  Love that cannot endure in the face of hard times and hurt is not truly love as God is love.  A vow made while the sun is shining that cannot last when the storm clouds roll was meaningless.  So God tests our resolve and our commitment.  He allows fires of persecution to come to test our faith.  He allows people to loose fires of hell in our life with their tongues – remember the teaching of James? – and yet He does this to prove and to test our sincerity and who we really are.  It's one thing to say that you are a Christian and quite another to be one when the natural tendency is to respond like anything but!  It's one thing to profess our faith in Christ and say, “I am His” and it is another to live that out in a fire of peer pressure that licks at our heels.  And so never forget that to live with the fire of Christ at the center of your life is to live every day, week, and month in a trial by fire.  You will be tested.  Your friends, like Job's, will come and go.  Your marriage will be tested; your faith will be tested, your core will be tried by fire.  And yet if we pass the test, we will discover that truly greater is He that is in us than He that is in the world!  And that the fire that burns inside is more than enough a match for any fire that could come from the outside!  

And yet I would bring that last phrase of Peter's scripture fully to your mind.  If we will stand in the trial by fire we will find that our lives truly begin to mean something and that everything that has taken place will be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ.  Peter encouraged people who were enduring the trials of the moment and present life by reminding them of yet another trial yet to come.  These trials of faith, Peter said, are really to get us ready for the ultimate trial of fire that will come at the final revelation of Jesus Christ.  

And so we come to the third and ultimately most important trial by fire.  Each one leads to another.  The fire of the Holy Spirit coming to live inside your life and working within leads to the fires of testing of your faith from the outside.  And all of these lead us to a life that one day will culminate at a final judgment at His appearing.  The Jesus who came to you in Spirit form at the beginning and who lived inside of you in the fires of this life will come to you physically and when He appears, there will be fire with Him yet again for our God is a consuming fire!

_______________________________________________________

Paul wrote of us extensively in our text.  In a passage that has been much misunderstood, he told us:

1 Cor 3:9-15 For we are God's fellow workers. You are God's field, God's building. 10 According to the grace of God given to me, like a skilled master builder I laid a foundation, and someone else is building upon it. Let each one take care how he builds upon it. 11 For no one can lay a foundation other than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ. 12 Now if anyone builds on the foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, straw — 13 each one's work will become manifest, for the Day will disclose it, because it will be revealed by fire, and the fire will test what sort of work each one has done. 14 If the work that anyone has built on the foundation survives, he will receive a reward. 15 If anyone's work is burned up, he will suffer loss, though he himself will be saved, but only as through fire. ESV

Let me point a couple of things to ensure that we do not make the common errors with this passage that many make.  Paul is not talking about a salvation-type judgment here because both the builder who built with gold, silver, and precious stones, and wood, hay, straw were saved in the end.  The latter, Paul told us, would be saved though what they had worked for burned up.  

It is a glorious truth that for us judgment begins at the house of God.  The next time that you are struck by the directness of preaching of an Apostolic preacher or that you are enduring a trial of your faith that is particularly severe, remind yourself that this is my judgment.  If I respond to the correction of the word of God and the man of God, then I will never have to stand before God and receive His eternal correction and judgment.  If I allow the trial that I am in – even though it may be a trial by fire of extreme heat – to strengthen my faith and purify me and make me more like Him, then I will never have to worry about the flames of hell and everlasting torment.  The judgment seat of Christ is one of merit and judging of works and not of salvation for all who partake of what Paul speaks of here will have been saved.  Oh, how I wish that I could fully impress the import of this truth on your minds tonight:  if I allow God to work on me here, I can find forgiveness and escape any eternal wrath or judgment.  I would much rather have the trial of my faith by fire now and escape the eternal destination of the unfaithful, wouldn't you?  Better that my sin be dealt with at an altar where it is consumed by the fire of the Holy Spirit than to never be separated from it and have to have it consumed by the flames of eternity!  Strong preaching and conviction of the Holy Spirit and even trials of fire of faith in this life are a blessing because they are purifiying us so that we never have to face the other!

Moreover, Paul is not talking about heresy or man-made doctrines because he is speaking of building upon the sure foundation that he laid, which is the foundation of Jesus Christ and the Apostles.  His words describe two builders, both which built a structure on the right foundation and yet both chose to build two vastly different structures.  One built on this great foundation something of honor with gold, silver, and precious stones.  The other build on this same great foundation of Jesus Christ and His Apostles, wood, hay, and straw.  One built a magnificent palace and the other a hut of rubbish.  Paul is speaking of people who are filled with the Holy Spirit and who know who Jesus is and who have endured the trials of fire by faith and yet reminding us that “Let each take care how he builds upon it.”  He is speaking of what you do with what you have been given.  You have received the Holy Spirit and have been given a sure foundation of the identity of Christ to build upon – now, what will you do with it?  He is speaking to us of our priorities, our focus, what we put time into, our motivating factors.  And the sum of Paul's teaching is this that we need to be reminded of:

What you spend your life on will be one day be judged by whether or not it is eternal.

That is, even among those whose souls are saved, there will be a great testing, a trial by fire.  There will be some who make it to heaven and yet everything that they had built in this life and worked towards will be burnt up and will not translate to eternity with them.  There are some who will enter eternal life with nothing with them of worth.  And there are others who what they built in their life and what they did with their salvation will not only pass the final test but be made even more beautiful by it.  This final trial and testing of our lives will be by fire and hay and stubble will burn up and yet that of spiritual silver and gold and precious stones will be further refined, cleaned, and even polished by the fire!  And there will be some who go into eternity with much with them for His glory for they spent their life and used their salvation to accomplish things worthwhile for eternity!

My wife is here and so is my father-in-law and my wife tells the best version of The Three Little Pigs that you have ever heard.  I think that she got it from my father-in-law and it is funny.  I've heard it a zillion times and I still laugh at the certain parts.  This is The Three Little Pigs as it should be told.  And it always ends with the wolf deciding to leave the little pigs alone and going home to read a book on “how to cook chicken.”  You know the story, how that the house of straw and sticks couldn't withstand the onslaught of the Big, Bad Wolf, but the house of bricks could.  

Some Christians live their lives consumed with the work of the Holy Spirit not having its full way in their lives.  That is, that they live their entire lives in some version of quenching, resisting, or grieving what God is trying to do and their spiritual lives are just trying to do what they want to do and yet have just enough God burning in them to still feel saved.  Their life's focus is the fire by trial of the Holy Spirit and nothing else.  You know the types:  they are occasionally on fire for God but not always.  Sometimes they are passionate for the kingdom of God but usually they are carnal and lukewarm.  Their Holy Spirit always seems to be floundering and when they are there, they are always just barely there.  

And there are others who allow God to have a free reign in changing their lives and yet their defining focus is enduring trials and the efforts of “the Big, Bad Wolf.”  Their primary concern is the devil and not letting Him win and they are defensive in nature and their spiritual existence is to “not let the devil win.”  You know this type, too, for they are always “just holding on.”  They were almost defeated again, but they were able to overcome yet again.  And we go through trials and I'm not making light of that, but I'm speaking of a spiritual mindset where the focus is passing the trials of fire of persecution and hardships of life.  There are some that live as the Three Little Pigs, just seeking to keep from being devoured by the devil who to them is like the Big Bad Wolf.  

And yet lost in all of this is that we will one day stand before Jesus Christ and He will not ask us about our trials nor about the devil.  He instead will want to see what we have built on His foundation that He placed within our lives.  And there are some who are so focused on fighting the Holy Spirit or the devil that they neglect to consider what they are building day in and day out in their spiritual lives.  Every day is another brick or stone added.  Every day is another layer of straw or precious stones on what you are doing with His sure foundation.  Somewhere we must realize that the trial of fire that we should be most concerned with is the one that will one day test our lives and what we were about.  

· If my focus is just on barely having enough Holy Spirit to be saved, then I'm not doing much with what God has given me!        

· If my focus each day is just enduring the onslaught of hell and I only live to survive, then I'm not doing much offensively for His kingdom!

· If my focus is only on what used to be, what I want, or on the here and now and is not dream-based, and looking forward to eternity, then likely I'm taking this great, great foundation and building a mud hut spiritually upon it.  

You were created to live for Jesus Christ and your salvation is merely the process of getting you back to the place where you can truly live for Him!  Salvation is the new birth and not the last step.  Those of you who live at such a place as to just try to stay saved are missing the point!  Those of you who are just trying to be strong enough to resist the devil, are missing the point.  The point is that I was created to thrive spiritually and do something great for Him!  And it is the final trial by fire that I ought to be most concerned with!  I'm saved for what?  What am I doing with all that He done for me?  Is my life being lived for something that matters in eternity?  How am I doing as stewards of the time and energy and treasures that God has given me?  One day my life work will be tried – will it matter and last into eternity?  Or do I focus and spend my time focused on things that will burn – hay, stubble, and wood?  The final appearing of Christ will be that of trial by fire and will what you have built with your life last?

· You can build a kingdom of self and what you want, but it will burn away at the end.

· You can chase your dreams and do what you want to and enjoy the freedom of your salvation to do little for the One who gave you everything, but it will burn up in the end.

· You can let your life be your castle of cards but it will be consumed at the last days!  

Or...

· You can seek His will and His kingdom in your life and build a legacy of faithfulness that will endure every trial, including the last one!

· You can build His kingdom and win people to Him and have many precious stones and much gold and silver that passes through the fires of eternity!

· You can lose your life in something bigger and greater and immerse yourself in living out His Word that will never pass away though this heaven and earth should melt away with a fervent heat!

I'm preaching to people who have received the fire of His Holy Spirit and who have been changed and who have endured the fires of the testing of their faith.  You have a great foundation, but do be sure what you build on it.  Make your life worthwhile!  Not self-seeking but God-seeking.  Not self-serving but being His kingdom minded.  Take heed how you build upon what God has done for you, for there will be a great day of trial by fire.  Live your life for something that will last!       

