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Introduction  
A few months ago, I made the decision to purchase a monthly gym membership to 
Planet Fitness. I used to be very active in college and into my 20’s and early 30’s but 
noticed I need to get back into shape and started running and working out. Pastor Mike 
and Josh and a few of the others here at church also have memberships and they invited 
me to join them in lifting weights.  I know this will surprise many of you, but I don’t lift 
weights regularly.  I know…surprise, surprise.  So, I agreed and we started the 
weightlifting routine with the military press, one of these moves right here 
(demonstrate). I put some weight on the bar and got through my first set of 12 
repetitions, we rotated and then I did a second set of 12 repetitions, we rotated and then 
I prepared for my third and final set.  I got situated and started lifting.  One…two…three 
…four…five, and so on until I eventually got through about the first nine repetitions and 
then on the tenth rep I barely got the bar up and figured I would quit.  But they 
encouraged me to keep pushing and the eleventh rep was quite shaky until Mike almost 
gleefully replied, “push through man, you got it, you got it”.  He said, “this is where the 
real work begins, this is where you are building muscle.”  I got through the 11th 
repetition and wanted to quite but knew I had to finish.  It was time for the 12th rep so I 
dug down deep, knowing this was the most important rep of all and I got a bit primal 
and grunted and pushed through and finished my set, proud of the accomplishment.  
 
But then, the next morning came…and you know where this is going. I woke up the next 
morning to get into the shower and as my brain told my arms to reach up for the 
shampoo bottle, my arms said “nope”, it ain’t happening.  I finally found a way to rinse 
off but my muscles clearly weren’t cooperating. They were in recovery.  Now, was it 
painful?  Yeah.  Did that experience hurt?  Yes, it did.  But eventually, I could lift my 
arms again and eventually, I went back to the military press and over time, when you go 
all the way to the 12th repetition, you grow stronger. You grow stronger!    
 
The 12th repetition.  That’s going to be a code today for coming to a place in your life 
when you feel like your strength is spent.  The 12th rep is when you are ready to give up.  
The 12th repetition is when the doubts overwhelm you, when you aren’t sure if you can 
face the pain, when you don’t know if your faith will withstand, when the struggle is 
doubt, when the struggle is discouragement, when the struggle is suffering, the 12th 
repetition is the place where the muscle of faith is formed.   
 
Sifting and Purpose 
Turn with me if you would to Luke 22:31-32.  Prior to this passage, all the disciples 
seem to be able to talk about is who will be the greatest.  Who will rule?  Who will 
govern?  Who will sit at his right and left in heaven?  Jesus stops the argument for a 
moment, looks at his disciples, specifically at Peter and with all seriousness says, 
“Simon, Simon, Satan has asked to sift all of you as wheat. 32But I have prayed for 
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you, Simon, that your faith may not fail. And when you have turned back, strengthen 
your brothers.”   
 
What does it mean to be sifted?  Sifting is the process of separating and in the case of 
wheat separating the wheat from the chaff and like Job, Satan is telling Jesus that if 
Peter is sifted, his faith will fail. It’s almost like a challenge.  It’s almost as if Satan is 
saying, “sure, Jesus when everything is going great, Peter will follow”, “but what will 
happen when he is sifted?” But will happen if I’m allowed to separate Simon from his 
comfort, health, money, vision, certainty, clarity?  I don’t think he will push through the 
12th rep Jesus.  No, I think his faith will fail.   
 
This passage is troubling for many of us because we have a wrong theology of suffering. 
In fact, most of us have this underlying idea that if we follow Jesus and serve him, 
everything is going to work out, everything is going to go well.  We have this idea that if 
we serve Jesus we will be physically healthy, emotionally vibrant, relationally strong and 
our faith will crystallize with no doubt, no struggle no pain. So when we read this verse 
we want it to say, “Simon, Simon, Satan has asked to sift all of you as wheat. 32But I 
told him NO, those are my children and you can’t get at them! They are safe in the 
arms of God”  
 
Instead we read Jesus saying, I’ll pray for you Simon but I won’t rescue you.  Not right 
now. Yes, I could eliminate the pain, I could tell you to just do ten repetitions and when 
it gets too painful, I could rescue you and cause you to stop, but I want you to build 
muscle.  I want you to deepen your faith.  I want you to press on toward maturity. 
James 1:3-5 is a verse many of us don’t fully understand but it’s the principle of the 12 
repetition, “consider it pure joy whenever you face trials of many kinds because the 
testing of faith develops perseverance and perseverance must finish its work that you 
might be mature and complete, not lacking anything”.  
 
Examples of Sifting 
Let me see if I can explain.  I have a problem with my four-year-old daughter Grace right 
now at bedtime.  It started innocently enough.  I would come into her room at night and 
pray with her until one night she said, “daddy, tell me a story”.  And so I told her a story 
about Sammy the squirrel.  She loved Sammy and so the next night she said, “tell me 
another story about Sammy the squirrel” and I did.  A few months later the bedtime 
routine was prayer and a story.  They she started asking for a drink.  Prayer, story, drink 
and bedtime. But one night about a year ago, Grace was a bit scared after her bedtime 
routine.  She saw a shadow and asked if I would scratch her back and stay with her for a 
few more minutes and I did.  A week later, she asked the same thing and soon that 
became part of her bedtime routine.  OK, so now Grace is four years old and I have a 
problem.  
I love that little girl and she is my youngest but it’s beginning to take almost 30 minutes 
to get her to bed.  I help her get her PJ’s on, go with her to the bathroom, help her brush 
her teeth, pray, tell a Sammy the squirrel story, get her a drink, scratch her back, sing a 
song and lay next to her until she is asleep. I kid you not.  And so the other day Katie 
said, “we have a problem and we can’t keep doing this”.  I’m not taking 30-45 minutes a 
night to put my 4-year-old to bed and I know it’s going to be painful for a few nights 
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because she is going to cry but we need to stop this and so the next night I said to Grace, 
“Gracie, Gracie, Satan has asked to sift you as wheat… I mean Katie has asked to 
shorten your bedtime routine… 32But I’ve prayed for you, Grace, that your faith may 
not fail. And when you get through this week of little to no comfort at bedtime and no 
stories of Sammy the squirrel, go back and strengthen your sisters”.   
 
We want Grace to strengthen her faith.  Now, are we going to sometimes sit outside of 
the door while she is crying?  Yes.  Are we going to come in at times and console her if 
things get tough?  Yeah.  But sifting is where you are strengthened.  The 12th repetition is 
where the muscle is built.  Being separated from things like certainty, money, comfort 
and status helps our faith grow deeper and stronger.  And just so you know, everyone 
gets sifted.  David was sifted in desert caves hiding from the enemy. Joseph was sifted 
when he was sold into slavery by his brothers, abandoned to the prisons of Egypt where 
he waited for rescue.  Moses was sifted as he was worked as a shepherd in Sinai.  Jacob 
the deceiver was sifted when he was assigned professor Laban for more than 14 years 
and felt trapped in a situation he couldn’t free himself from.  What happened to each? 
Their faith grew, their dependence on God grew, they began to see that he was all they 
needed. David became the greatest king of Israel, Joseph became 2nd in command of 
Egypt,  Moses is known as the great deliverer of the Israelites, and Jacob became the 
father of the 12 tribes of Israel.  You say, Jon show me how the sifting process works.   
 
The Process of Sifting 
Let’s imagine for a moment that this horizontal line represents time and this vertical 
line represents faith.  When you first place your faith in Christ, this red line here is your 
zeal and it’s normally off the charts.  At the same time your faith is normally weak.  You 
are a baby Christian and so in those early stages, you are excited and growing.  Now, the 
evil one will often come at times like these and snatch your faith away.  The parable of 
the sower is a good example of this.  The zeal is high and then boom, major trial and you 
turn back, you fall away.  But let’s say your zeal remains high.  God has saved you and 
rescued you and you are ready to take on the world for Christ.  You start reading the 
word and connecting with Christians, get engaged in worship and man, you are 
humming along.  Then you get baptized, woohoo hallelujah and your zeal is still way up 
here!   
 
Your faith is starting to grow a bit and then whether it’s a week or a month or a few 
months your zeal starts to wane and you discover that the church is full of imperfect 
people.  You get hit with a sickness and God doesn’t heal you when you pray.  Your zeal 
begins to wane.  Faith is growing but zeal is declining.  Now you have a co-worker that is 
gossiping about you and your job seems less secure.  You start fighting with your spouse 
and then you go to church and get super inspired by a sermon and Pastor Jon just 
encourages you and you go home to tell your spouse about your new mission and new 
purpose full of zeal and your wife says, “ahh shut up and take out the garbage” and 
boom!    
 
It’s normally right here that a lot of people bail out and begin to doubt God.  It’s right 
here that people start to struggle. And I don’t mean to be crass but do you know what all 
of this is right here? This right here is something called “AIR”.  You can’t build on it, you 
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can’t do much with it, it’s emotional, it’s passion, it’s excitement.  But down here, this is 
faith, this is muscle, this is what needs to grow.  All the praise and excitement and fervor 
is nice, but this is your level of faith.  This is your level of faith.  Your level of what?  Your 
level of faith. Not your confidence, not your emotion, not your giftedness, your faith!  
 
What do you do when you are sifted and you don’t feel God’s presence and the zeal is 
waning?  Well, now you are trusting him and you step out and take a step of faith.  Now 
suffering hits and it’s not good and you feel rotten and you have doubts but you move 
forward in faith.  Then you hit a really dark time, and your spouse leaves you or your 
kids fall away, cancer strikes, and you don’t have the joy yet but your faith says, “though 
he slay me, yet will I trust him” and you hit the 12th rep and build you faith.  And once 
you go through some stuff and come out on the other side and your faith is built up you 
start to realize that no matter what the enemy throws your way your faith is strong, you 
are resilient and God will sustain you and you begin to have joy.  You aren’t living life on 
AIR but on FAITH!  Then another trial comes and the enemy says, “your faith is going to 
fail” and you say, “no, I’ve been here before and Jesus is praying for me and I have the 
Holy Spirit inside of me, and I am rooted in my faith, I am mature in my faith, and you 
can throw whatever you want at me but I’m staying rooted.  I’m going to keep the faith.”  
 
I’m going to keep the faith.  I’m going to keep the faith.  Is it hard?  Yep.  When doubts 
come can they be heavy?  Yep.  I remember a time when I was so depressed, so tired, so 
down in life.  I remember on the darkest nights the enemy coming at me multiple times 
to try to not only push me out of the ministry but to tell me to throw away my faith.  No 
zeal, no comfort, no sense of certainty, no sense of direction, doubt swirling in my mind, 
feeling trapped in a ministry position, not sure how to find my way out, grasping at 
options and ideas, wanting to run, and knowing there was no way out and enemy came 
during that season and sifted me but guess what, I kept the faith.  My faith didn’t fail 
and if it happens again, by God’s grace I’ve built some muscle and I know what it’s like 
to hit the 12th repetition.  Listen, God can do something with faith.  He can build great 
men and women of God and great dreams and great ministries on faith.  He can’t build 
them on this.  This is just air.  
 
Responding To Sifting 
Jesus was sifted.  We read in Hebrews 5:7, “During the days of Jesus' life on earth, he 
offered up prayers and petitions with fervent cries and tears to the one who could save 
him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission.”  What do you 
do when you are being sifted?  When doubts come?  When trials come?  You offer up 
prayers and petitions to the one that can save you from death and you submit to God.  
 
When sifted, there are two types of responses.  The first response is to walk away from 
God and walk away from the process of sifting and give into doubts, and give into sinful 
comfort and walk away from God.  The first response is not to turn back but to walk 
away.  Their faith fails.  The second response still feels distant from God, still feels 
heavy, but instead of moving away from him, they face God and although disturbed and 
in doubt, like Jesus, they cry out for help and they turn back!  
 



Earlier in our service, we read the conversion story of Paul and it was miraculous.  
Public enemy #1 of the church, persecuting and killing Christians, he was blinded by 
God, heard the voice of Jesus, was audibly called into the ministry, and was healed.  But 
Paul was sifted.  All the great men and women of God will be sifted. Paul experienced 
suffering and trials and persecution and sickness and doubt but whenever sifting would 
come, he would cry out to God and then go back to this testimony, back to the times God 
moved, backed to his conversion, back to his baptism, back to the miracles, and he kept 
the faith.  At the end of his life when he was about to die, Paul said, “I have fought the 
good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith” 2 Timothy 4:7. 
 
Conclusion 
Let me close by saying this.  You had a dream.  You had a goal, a vision of the future.  
God gave it to you. It’s something God did inside of you.  You had a ministry dream, a 
dream for what your family could be, a professional dream and at first you had a lot of 
zeal and excitement, but then sifting started to occur.  Before sifting occurred, all you 
had was zeal and passion but then the attacks came.  Your faith was white hot but then 
there were trials, heartaches, a divorce, a tough situation, financial struggles, loss of 
zeal, intellectual challenges, and you feel like you are on the 12th repetition.  Keep the 
faith.  Jesus is praying for you right now that your faith may not fail.  Keep the faith. 
What if sifting is exactly the thing that is supposed to happen to you right now to 
strengthen you? What if doubt is the exact thing that is supposed to happen to you to 
strengthen you.  Keep the faith. Jesus said in John 16:33 “In this world you will have 
trouble.  But take heart!  I have overcome the world”.   Why? Because he kept the faith.  
When you start the journey, you won’t begin with what you need to finish.  You won’t 
begin with what you need to finish.  No, it’s during sifting that faith is developed. And 
it’s tested not in the port but on the open seas. It’s the thing you only know exists when 
you press through the pain.  It’s the thing the Lord says when the answer is “no” or 
“wait” and we want it to be “yes”. Look at this short video, it’s a bit grainy but I think it’s 
worth playing.  
 
Next Steps  
On your next steps cards, I want you to write a circumstance, a situation, a problem, a 
trial, or place in your life where you are being sifted and I want you to write that thing 
right there and then I want you to write in bold words “Keep the faith”.  If it’s a doubt 
about God I want you to write it right there and then the words “keep the faith”.  If it’s a 
doubt about your dream, I want you to write it on your card and then the words “keep 
the faith”.  If it’s a marriage on the rocks, a kid that won’t turn around, a business that is 
stuck, a divorce that occurred, a struggle you can’t seem to shake, write it down and then 
the words, “keep the faith” and for those of you that don’t have the faith, that don’t know 
Jesus, that are trying to get through life walking the wrong way, I want to invite you 
today for the first time to say, I believe and I want you to “begin the faith”.   
  


