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I can’t recall if I’ve talked about this before so, if I have, bear with me.  One of my favorite 

books on caring for others who are in grief is a very simple book that was written by Ken Haugk.  

Ken Haugk is the founder of Stephen Ministries – a peer to peer Christian support program with 

which many of you are familiar from our own history with it here in the church.  After going 

through the illness and death of his own wife at an early age, Haugk wrote this short book called, 

‘Don’t Sing Songs to a Heavy Heart.’   

 

Drawn from personal experience in his own journey of grief, Haugk uses this book to, among 

other things, highlight the detriment and damage that stems from our well-meaning usage of 

platitudes in the face of struggle and grief.  “God has a plan.”  “It’s God’s will.”  “It’s for the 

best.”  The list goes on and on.  There are so many things that we say with full heart and 

compassion in these situations that, despite our best intentions, often do more harm than help.  

Chief among them, however (and Haugk highlights this one in his book), is “God never gives us 

more than we can handle.” 

 

Now, I know that some of you have heard me talk about this before – but I will be brutally 

honest and say that that phrase is like a knife twisting in my heart every time I hear it.  I am 

confident that the vast majority of the people listening right now have heard that phrase spoken 

to them at one point or another in life.  I am confident that some of you have used it.  And please, 

don’t hear too much critique in my reaction to it.  Our hearts are pure – our intent is one of 

compassion – in those moments these words have been spoken our deepest desire was to seek to 

bring comfort and courage to a loved one in a time of need.  The problem, I suggest, is that we 

offer these words without realizing that, in doing so, we completely and totally invert the true 

nature of our relationship with God. 

 

“God never gives us more than we can handle.”  When we speak those words, I don’t think it 

connects, in our hearts and minds, that both sides of that statement distort the reality of our living 

in God.  Start with the first half of the phrase: “God never gives us more than we can handle.”  

The first half of that claim promotes a reality directly contrary to the presence of God in our 

lives.  To base this platitude on that which God is giving us turns God into some divine 

puppeteer dolling out trials and tribulations right up to the edge of our breaking point and then 

stopping just before we crack.  That’s not how life works.  For some reasons we understand, and 
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many we do not, the realities of this creation thrust us, at times, into trials and tribulation.  That 

is the reality of our human existence.  We’re not hapless pawns in some celestial chess match, 

where God is manipulating each moment of our lives.  We’re beings of free will who, sometimes 

by means of our own doing and other times by means of things we can’t even understand, 

succumb to the vicissitudes of this life. 

 

Now, for the second half: “God never gives us more than we can handle.”  As much as I think 

the first half of this statement jostles us off the track with a tragic theological distortion, it’s this 

second part of the platitude that really sends us running of the rails!  If there’s anything of which 

we’ve been reminded, again and again, over the course of this Lenten season, it’s that it’s not we 

who are, can be, will be, or need to be, ‘handling’ it.  God is not some divine puppeteer dolling 

out trials and tribulations right up to the edge of our breaking point and then stopping just before 

we crack.  More importantly, however, we are not the ones who need to muster the fortitude to 

endure the trials that do come. 

 

That somewhat familiar passage from 2 Corinthians brings this to life in meaningful ways.  The 

‘treasure in clay jars’ is an interesting image that I think can draw out some intriguing 

reflections.  I think the lines that follow, however, are the ones that truly bring these words of 

Paul to life.  “We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to 

despair; 9 persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; 10 always carrying in the 

body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be made visible in our bodies.”  In 

other words – life is going to happen.  Things are going to turn us aside, knock us down, and 

drop their weight upon us.  That is the reality of the human experience.  No matter how much the 

weight of this world may bear down upon us, however, the living Christ within will grant us the 

power to overcome! 

 

Let me say that again.  No matter how much the weight of this world may bear down upon us, 

the living Christ within will grant us the power to overcome!  There’s a subtle line that I’ve 

always loved from Luke’s account of the triumphal entry.  Beyond the intrigue of the story of the 

colt – above the jubilant noise of people clamoring in the streets – Luke shares this moment at 

the tail end of his narrative that I think shouts volumes of the power being celebrated that day.  

The Pharisees, not atypically, were not happy with what was going on with Jesus here.  They 

wanted the crowds to quiet and the celebrations to settle.  They rush to Jesus, “Teacher, order 

your disciples to stop.”  ‘Put an end to this,’ they say.  “I tell you,” Jesus replies, “if these were 

silent, the stones would shout out.” 

 

“If these were silent, the stones would shout out.”  There’s no muting the power of God shown to 

us in Jesus!   

• The power that brings sight to the blind and healing to the broken cannot be subdued.   

• The power that stands up to oppression and raises the dead cannot be restrained.   

• The power that can overcome death on the cross through the emptiness of the tomb 

cannot be silenced.  

• The power that was riding that colt into town – with crowds cheering and palms waving – 

is so immutable that even if the people were to shut their mouths, the stones themselves 

would cry out to the glory of God. 
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“God never gives us more than we can handle.”  It’s a well-meaning phrase, but it just so misses 

the point of the source of the power we can know in our lives! 

 

I was so taken by that quote from Charles Stanley that we shared as the Call to Meditation this 

morning.  “Disappointment is inevitable.  But to become discouraged, there is a choice I make.  

God would never discourage me.  He would always point me to himself to trust in him.”  Life is 

going to go awry.  Anyone with a modicum of experience in this world knows that that is a 

given.  Not by means of divine puppeteering, but by means of both comprehensible and 

incomprehensible realities of this creation – things will happen.  Trial and tribulation will come.  

Turmoil will come.  Disappointment is inevitable.  But, to become discouraged, there is a choice 

we make!  And, that choice is grounded entirely in how we view the second half of that platitude. 

 

I was having a conversation with one of our members, a month or so ago, regarding a passage 

they had explored in Scripture.  They were looking at a passage in John in which the original 

Greek was translated into English as ‘believe.’  ‘Believe’ is a tough word in the Bible – it can 

lead to a number of implications when you implore one to ‘believe’ in God, because there are a 

lot of different nuances to that word in Scripture.  So, this individual went for something of a 

word study to get a deeper sense of the meaning.  What they uncovered was that, in current 

usage, a better translation was possibly not believe, but entrust.  The call was to entrust one’s 

life, to entrust one’s self, to God.   

 

That, I contend, is the challenge that arises in the second half of that oft-spoken platitude.   

• The power that brings sight to the blind and healing to the broken cannot be subdued.   

• The power that stands up to oppression and raises the dead cannot be restrained.   

• The power that can overcome death on the cross through the emptiness of the tomb 

cannot be silenced.   

• The power that was riding that colt into town – with crowds cheering and palms waving – 

is so immutable that even if the people were to shut their mouths, the stones themselves 

would cry out to the glory of God.   

 

God is not some divine puppeteer dolling out trials and tribulations right up to the edge of our 

breaking point and then stopping just before we crack, but even more importantly than that – we 

are not the ones who need to muster the fortitude to endure the trials that do come.   

 

It’s not that, “God never gives us more than we can handle.”  It’s that, ‘God always gives us 

what we need to handle what we’ve been given.’  The challenge for us, I suggest, is in the 

receiving of that power.  The challenge is in the acceptance of the truth that we so often miss as 

we try to muster the fortitude ourselves.  The challenge is in our willingness to step aside and 

entrust our lives – to entrust ourselves – to God. 

 

For the past 6 weeks we have focused our hearts and minds on the places in which God is at 

work in us.  There’s been overlap from one to the next, and we still have a few more to go this 

Thursday and Friday.  If there has been any common theme beneath it all, however, it’s been that 

it doesn’t rely on us.  We are not compelled to be powerful in the face of this life, we are 

empowered, in God, to face it – to make the most of the great times and to endure the lesser 

ones.  We are not compelled to muster up the power – we are empowered by the glory of God so 
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awe-inspiring that even if the people managed to quiet themselves as Jesus entered the city that 

day, the stones themselves would have cried out in praise.   

 

“I lift up my eyes to the hills,” the Psalmist writes, “from where will my help come?  2 My help 

comes from the Lord, who made heaven and earth.”  It’s not that, “God never gives us more than 

we can handle.”  It’s that, ‘God always gives us what we need to handle what we’ve been given.’  

The challenge for us, I suggest, is in the receiving of that power.  The challenge is in the 

acceptance of the truth that we so often miss as we try to muster the fortitude ourselves.  The 

challenge is in our willingness to step aside and entrust our lives – to entrust our very selves – to 

God. 

 

 

 


