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Everybody Knows the Trouble I’ve Seen
II Corinthians 4:7-18; John 16:25-33

I’m sure he wasn’t the first person to say it, but Forrest Gump is the one
we remember telling us, “Mama always said life was like a box of chocolates.
You never know what you're gonna get.”1  Now, a lot of us would say, that
means that life is good because chocolate, in any form, is good.  Other people
might disagree, particularly if they’re not a fan of the strawberry cream,
pumpkin marshmallow, toffee, or coconut centers that are nestled in among
the dark chocolate, nuts, and caramel varieties.  I think that is what Forrest’s
mama was getting at.

These days you see a lot of t-shirts, hats, tote bags, and beach towels
that proclaim, “Life Is Good!”  I can’t dispute that sentiment because I do think
that life overall is good–very good.  Yet, there are times when each of us gets
handed one of those pieces of chocolate that we don’t like.  Life is like that.

I am generally an optimist.  I tend to look for the positive, the hopeful,
the good in any situation.  I take Jesus seriously when he said, “I came that
you might have life abundantly” or, the translation I prefer, “life full and
complete” (John 10:10).  So, when I was reminded that Scott Peck, the
psychologist who wrote the best-selling book titled, The Road Less Traveled,
began the book with the words, “Life is difficult,” I had to think about that for
a while.  Dr. Peck notes that most of us think life should be easy and that the
hardships and challenges that come our way are an aberration, an affliction
that is directed toward us or our family or community or world.  Perhaps we
are being punished, rightly or unjustly, through the problems that come our
way.  We believe that life is good and that means that we shouldn’t have to
struggle as much as we do.2

As realistic as I am, I admit that deep down I believe life should be easy. 
God has given us everything we need to thrive.  The world is abundant with
everything needed for all people to live a good life.  Yet, Dr. Peck’s premise
holds true: life is difficult.  Each of us knows that from experience.  We

1Forrest Gump, directed by  Robert Zemeckis (Paramount Pictures, 1994), based on the novel Forrest
Gump by Winston Grooms (New York: Doubleday, 1986).

2M. Scott Peck, The Road Less Traveled (New York: Simon and Schuster, Inc., 1978), 15.



sometimes feel like the words of the spiritual,“Nobody knows the trouble I’ve
seen, nobody knows but Jesus,” were written for us.  The reality, however, is
that everybody knows the trouble I’ve seen because we all have trouble.

If we pay attention to the Bible we see this truth played out time and
time again.  There is not a single character in the biblical story who did not,
at one time or on many occasions, have a tough go of it.  Even the One whom
we would expect to glide through life–Jesus himself–probably had the most
difficult experience of us all!  Life is difficult.  What are we to do?

First, we have to note that the reality that life is difficult does not negate
the truth that life is good.  Life is good!  Sometimes, in order to enjoy the
goodness, we have to get through some very difficult challenges, but the
journey is worth it.

Last week I read some study materials that spoke to our quandary.  It
was article that reflected on the Olympics as a model of how we might handle
life.  In particular, it looked at the amazing achievements of the athletes who
ran the 400 meter hurdles.3

On August 3, Karsten Warholm of Norway won the gold medal in the
men’s 400 meter hurdle race breaking his own world record pace which he
had set just a month before at the Olympic trials.  In that earlier race, he broke
a world record time that had stood for almost 29 years.  That accomplishment
was phenomenal!  In addition, Rai Benjamin of Team USA, came in second
and also broke Warholm’s month-old record time.  In fact, six of the eight
runners in that race beat a world, continental, or national record.4

I am always impressed and amazed by Olympic athletes who train so
hard to enable their bodies to do amazing things.  Some races are
straightforward.  In the 100 meter race, speed is the key while in the 1500
meter race endurance is critical.  A race like the hurdles, however, involves
numerous skills.  Kimberly Mas, who reported on the race for the
entertainment network Vox, wrote, “Olympians need to have the speed of a
200-meter dash runner, the endurance of an 800-meter runner, an
understanding of rhythm, and, of course, the ability to efficiently clear a

3The Wired Word, “Olympic Hurdles Races Remind Us of Life's Hurdles,” (August 8, 2021), Copyright
2021, Communication Resources.

4The Wired Word.

2



hurdle.”5  In the 400 meter race, there are ten hurdles spaced thirty-five
meters apart.  Each runner develops a particular stride and rhythm pattern for
each of the hurdles.  A runner might take more steps between the early
hurdles, fewer in the middle, and more for the last ones.  He or she has to
determine which leg is better for pushing and which leg is better to lead over
the hurdle.  Running the hurdles requires a complex set of movements and
energies that are unique to each athlete.

When Jesus was talking to his disciples, trying to help them better
understand what he was about, he said to them, “I have told you these things,
so that in me you may have peace.  In this world you will have trouble.  But
take heart!  I have overcome the world” (John 16:33).

Like Jesus, Scott Peck reminds us that “Life is a series of problems.” 
Granted, that statement sounds pretty pessimistic until we substitute the word
“hurdles” for trouble and problems.  Then the truth becomes clear: Life is a
series of hurdles.  I can live with that description because I know that day by
day, week by week, year by year there are hurdles I have to get over to keep
running the race.  Some of them are so small as to require little more than a
high step to get over while others require a running start and a huge leap. 
Yet, we get over them, don’t we?  And we keep running because we know
that in Christ, God has also overcome anything the world can put in our way.

The Apostle Paul was fond of using athletic metaphors in his letters. 
Writing to the Christians in Philippi, he said, “Beloved, I do not consider that
I have made it my own; but this one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and
straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize
of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 3:13-14).  In I
Corinthians, we read, “Do you not know that in a race the runners all compete,
but only one receives the prize?  Run in such a way that you may win it” (I
Corinthians 9:24).  And in the Second Letter to the Corinthians, which we
heard from earlier, Paul offers encouragement for us as we run the race of
life.

In a staccato style that reminds us of feet slapping pavement and then
flying through the air, Paul says,

5Kimberly Mas, “Why the 400m Hurdles Is One of the Hardest Olympic Races,” Vox (July 26, 2021);
available online at: https://www.vox.com/22594610/400-hurdles-kevin-young-olympics.
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We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed;
perplexed, but not driven to despair;
persecuted, but not forsaken;
struck down, but not destroyed;
always carrying in the body the death of Jesus,
so that the life of Jesus may also be made visible in our bodies.
For while we live, we are always being given up to death for
Jesus' sake,
so that the life of Jesus may be made visible in our mortal flesh. 
So death is at work in us, but life in you. (4:8-12)

Jesus reminds us that there will be trouble in life.  Scott Peck
encourages us to admit that life is a series of difficulties, challenges, hurdles
that we meet day after day.  Paul cheers us on with the assurance that we will
win the race if we keep our eyes on the prize of God’s call in Jesus Christ.

I would suggest that we learn from the men and women who run
hurdles.  They focus on speed, endurance, and a stride pattern that helps
them run a good race.  We can do the same.

For followers of Christ, faith is our speed.  I watched Allyson Felix
compete in the trials for the 400 meter run.  From the start she led the entire
group and casually looked around to see if anyone else was near as she
crossed the finish line.  Her confidence was evident.  It was not arrogance,
because she knew she had great competition.  Yet, she believed in her ability,
her training, and her desire to win to get her across the finish line first.

Our faith is our speed through life because our faith gives us assurance
that we will win the race.  God and the people of God are with us as we face
any hurdles that come our way.  How many times have your spirits been lifted
by knowing other people were praying for you?  How often did you go the
extra mile because you knew God was giving you strength?  Can you even
count the times you came through a difficult time wondering how you made
it through only to confess that it was by the power and grace of God that you
survived?

Faith in God who calls for righteousness and mercy and justice in the
world enables us to pick up our pace and do what is right.  Faith in God who
experienced our life through the person of Jesus, who suffered unjustly, who
died, and who rose again to life gives us the energy to run the race.  Faith,
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shared among friends and strangers, enables us to run faster knowing that we
run with others who are seeking the same goal.

Endurance is the practice of our faith.  An athlete cannot adequately
compete if she has not trained and prepared her body and her mind for the
race ahead.  In the same way, the more we exercise our faith day by day, the
better we are equipped to jump the hurdles that we find in front of us. 
Studying scripture, asking questions, exchanging ideas about faith, reaching
out to serve other people all help to prepare us for the challenging times that
are sure to come.

Poet Archibald Rutledge wrote about an insightful experience he had:

Going up a mountain path one day, I met a mountaineer
with an ax in his hand.  I walked with him and asked him what he
was going to cut.  “I need a piece of timber to fix my wagon,” he
said.  “I need the toughest kind of wood I can get.  That kind
always grows on top of the mountain where all of the storms hit
the hardest.”6

We admire those saints whose lives have not been easy but whose
outlook on life is hopeful and optimistic.  They are the trees that outlast the
storms.  They are the ones who endure because their faith is strong and
flexible from frequent use.

We develop our stride pattern in life through prayer.  Prayer helps us to
reflect on the road ahead, to consider the terrain and any obstacles that might
hinder us.  Prayer enables us to recognize our strengths and to hone our
abilities.  Prayer guides us to develop a certain cadence in life so that we
know when to sprint, how high to jump, and how fast to run.  Prayer also helps
us focus on the rest we need when our spirits and our bodies are tired and in
need of refreshing.  Prayer opens us to the guidance of God’s Spirit who
teaches us, coaches us, and cheers us on day by day.  The other day I
happened upon a good reminder about the character of prayer–when we pray,
we need to keep our feet moving.  Prayer is our stride through life.

There is no better evidence than today that Jesus and Scott Peck are
right in saying that trouble will come and life is a series of problems.  While we
had long hoped that we would be nearing the end of the pandemic, more and

6Archibald Rutledge as quoted in Rabbi Chaim Stern, Day by Day: Reflections on the Themes of
Torah from Literature, Philosophy, and Religious Thought, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1998), 190.
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more hurdles are popping up.  While we have prayed for world peace, unrest
and violence continue to disrupt and destroy life.  While we have yearned for
unity, a basketful of issues is pushing us apart.  Trouble does come.  Life is
a series of problems.

But we are not without hope.

We might be afflicted, but we will not be crushed.

We might be perplexed, but we will not be driven to despair.

We may be persecuted, but we will not be forsaken.

We may be struck down, but we will not be destroyed.

We carry within us the life of Jesus Christ who refused to give up even
when the race seemed lost.  We carry within us the Spirit of God who brings
life and goodness and grace to us all.  We carry within us the assurance that
we can clear every hurdle and win this race . . . if we set our eyes on the prize
of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.

May we run the race set before us with speed, endurance, and a stride
that bears witness to the power and grace of God.  And may we do so
together.  Amen.
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August 15, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We understand what the Apostle Paul meant when he suggested that
the treasure of your grace is stored in clay pots, O God.  We are those pots,
often watertight and useful, sometimes cracked and broken and feeling not
much good for anything.  We are encouraged, however, that you trust us with
the treasure of your grace and believe that we can be useful vessels of your
love.

Help us toward that end, we pray.  At times, we work hard to make life
better for ourselves and other people.  We try to improve our community.  We
pray for our nation and our world.  Yet, we are disheartened and dismayed
when we see nations under siege, cities in turmoil, and millions of people
struggling to stay alive from an attacker that we cannot see.  We get
discouraged, God, and we wonder if life will ever get back on track.

Lift our spirits, we pray.  Reassure us that we are not alone.  Remind us
of our calling to be little Christs in the world, bearing witness to your love for
us all and working to make your community evident all around us.  Give us the
strength to endure the trials that come our way and bless us with the wisdom
to do what is right and good and a blessing to all.

We do pray for people who are ill.  Our bodies and minds and spirits are
sometimes more fragile than we think.  Heal us and help us, we pray.  We
pray for the people of Afghanistan who have seemed just on the cusp of
freedom and now stare into a pit of oppression.  We pray for the people of
Haiti as they recover from the earthquake, for the people of the Northwest and
Midwest whose homes and businesses and livelihood have gone up in
flames, for the people who are ill with Covid and afraid they will not get well.

We thank you for everyone who offers themselves as an antidote to the
troubles of the world: soldiers, firefighters, police officers, nurses, doctors,
scientists, leaders, and neighbors who care more about one another than
their own concerns.  Bless them and bless us, we pray.

We are fragile and often broken, O God, but we are not beyond repair. 
Work in our lives, we pray, to bring healing and wholeness through Jesus
Christ our Lord, in whose name we make all of our prayers.  Amen.


