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Everything happens for a reason. God helps those who help themselves. Love the sinner, hate 
the sin. These are all sayings that we might call, “Christian clichés”, things that Christians say 
because on the surface they sound true and helpful but when we examine them closely we find 
that they might be only partially true or perhaps, not true at all.  We’re in week three of a series 
examining these half truths and today we are going to look at the saying, “God won’t give you 
more than you can handle.” Do you wonder why we say that? Perhaps we do it in an effort to be 
helpful and encouraging during difficult situations or maybe because some situations are just so 
hard we have no idea what else to say. Today we’re going to deconstruct this saying, examine it 
carefully, and see if it is really true or if it’s even a good thing to say at all. 
 
In his book, Half Truths, Hamilton suggests that the saying “God won’t give you more than you 
can handle” might be derived from 1 Corinthians 10:13, “No temptation has seized you that isn’t 
common for people. But God is faithful. He won’t allow you to be tempted beyond your abilities. 
So it starts off kind of sounding like “God won’t give you more than you can handle,” but look 
closely at the next part: 
“Instead, with the temptation, God will also supply a way out so that you will be able to endure 
it.”  This scripture is talking about temptation. It’s saying that God is going to help you with 
temptations, it is not saying that God is not going to give you more than you can handle in life. 
 
So when trying to understand scripture, I find it really helpful to know who wrote it, to whom it 
was written and why it was written. This passage is from a letter written by Paul in about 51AD 
to the church in Corinth, one of the churches that he had started years before on one of his 
journeys. The city of Corinth was known throughout the ancient world as a place of sexual 
immorality and idol worship. These new Christians were living in a city that had pagan temples 
on almost every corner and while they were trying to follow Jesus, they were also constantly 
being tempted by their old pagan beliefs.  So Paul is writing to help them to encourage them as 
Christ followers to stay away from their old pagan practices. He’s telling them to not give into 
their temptations. 
 
Paul is urging these new Christians to remember that the Israelites had also given into 
temptations of sexual immorality and idol worship and that it had not gone well for them.  If we 
back up a few verses earlier Paul says, “These things happened to them as examples and were 
written down as warnings for us… So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful that you 
don’t fall!”  Then Paul goes on to say, and in case you don’t think I’m writing to you, “No 
temptation has overtaken you except what is common for people. And God is faithful; he will not 
let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a 
way out so that you can endure it.” (1 Corinthians 10:12-13) 
 
Like those early Christians, we are all going to face temptations in life and God promises us that 
when we do, he will provide us a way out. When we hear that little voice whispering in our ear 
that tempts us, God promises to help us. Temptations are not part of God’s perfect plan for our 
lives, but they are part of our human experience.  
 
I try to follow a healthy eating plan and most days, I do a pretty good job.  But one of my biggest 
temptations in life come from the baked good. I think I got this from my dad. One of his life’s 
mottos was, “I never met a cookie I didn’t like!” In fact, one of my dad’s favorite lunches 



consisted of Slim Fast and a handful of Oreo Cookies. He instilled a love of cookies in me at a 
very young age. So last week, our Thursday morning faith group was meeting for the first time 
since Christmas and I decided that I was going to bring a really special treat for the group that 
day. That morning, I went down the street to Wuollet’s Bakery in Wayzata. Do you know about 
this place? Oh, you need to know about this place. 
 
After thoughtfully perusing all of the possible choices, I selected just the right amount of cherry 
and almond danishes for everyone in the class to have one. And then I heard myself say, “And 
I’ll take one of those lemon blueberry scones in a separate bag.”  And then I proceeded to eat 
that scone on my way back to church. Needless to say, I was pretty disappointed with myself so 
I had a little pep talk with myself in the parking lot.  It was okay that I had had a treat.  Everyone 
deserves one treat but I promised myself that I was not going to have a danish in class. This 
scone had been my one and only treat. Well…you can probably guess where this is going, 
right? About 30 minutes into class, I got up, walked to the back of the room and helped myself 
to an almond danish. Temptation came my way, not because God tempted me. I did that all by 
myself. I drove to the bakery.  I bought the danishes and the extra scone. I knew ahead of time 
that I was going to mad at myself if I ate those baked goods. And I did and I was. Like all of us 
do at one time or another, I gave into my temptation. God didn’t make me do it. 
 
Each week in worship, we ask God to help us with our temptations when we pray The Lord’s 
Prayer, “lead us not into temptations, but deliver us from evil”. Adam Hamilton proposes that 
when we pray, lead us not into temptation (comma) but deliver us from evil, we might be putting 
the comma in the wrong place. When we pray this way, we are asking God to not lead us into 
temptation. The Lord doesn’t lead us into temptation. We all do a pretty good job of that 
ourselves. God didn’t make me eat those bakery treats.  In fact, James wrote, “When tempted, 
no one should say, ‘God is tempting me.’ For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt 
anyone; but each person is tempted when they are dragged away by their own evil desire.” 
(James 1:13) 
 
So, what if when we pray the Lord’s Prayer, we move the comma, and in instead of saying, 
“Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil”, it now reads, “Lead us, not into 
temptation, but deliver us from evil.” By doing it this way, we are asking God to lead us away 
from the temptations in our lives, knowing full well that we are the ones responsible for giving 
into our temptations. 
 
So let’s just look at just the first four words of this saying, “God won’t give you.” God won’t give 
you implies that all the bad stuff that happens to us in life is given to us by God. Do you believe 
that? Do you believe God gives us bad stuff? I don’t. If I did, I’d have to believe that God thought 
there was a good reason for Jayme Closs to be kidnapped and for her parents to be killed. If I 
did, I’d have to believe that God was behind the wheel of the car that backed over and killed my 
friend’s two year old son. If I did, I have to believe that God was behind every mask of every 
terrorist. And I don’t believe any of that, not for one second. God is a god of love and grace and 
wants full and abundant and rich lives for every person. God is not in the business of giving us 
stuff to test us and see how much we can handle before we break. 
 
In 1993, Jerry was recruited to direct the Marching Band at Baylor University in Waco, Texas. 
This was a big job and he was gone a lot, teaching, rehearsing and traveling with the band to 
almost every away football game. When we moved there, I also began a new job working as a 
youth director in a Methodist Church. This was the first time I had been a youth ministry and 
found myself in over my head. I was also in a state of culture shock!  This was way before the 
days of Chip and Joanna Gaines and their TV show, Fixer Upper made Waco cool and 



popular.  Waco was a very different culture from my upbringing in Southern California in which I 
had been raised to be an independent, confident and decisive young lady.  I definitely did not fit 
into the Good ‘Ole Boy culture of Waco. I was literally a fish out of water.  I quickly found myself 
stressed out and overwhelmed. It began to take a toll on my health. I developed physical 
symptoms that grew worse and worse until the doctors began to wonder if I might have multiple 
sclerosis. So they began running test, one of which was a spinal tap. If you’ve ever had a spinal 
tap, you know how important it is to lie on your back for an extended period of time immediately 
following the procedure so the puncture can heal. With Jerry out of town, and being independent 
and decisive, I chose to drive myself home. That was big mistake! By the time I got home, I 
thought my head was going to explode, it hurt so badly. 
 
When I got home, I literally crawled from the garage to the couch. And after lying on the couch 
for nearly a day, crying in pain because of my ongoing headache, all the while trying to entertain 
a 9 and a 5 year old from the couch, I received a call from Linda Cox. She and her husband, 
Joe, were the parents of a couple of my youth group kids and they had been kind and 
supportive of me as the youth director. I came clean and told her what was going on. Within the 
hour, they showed up at our door, gathered up me and the kids and our dog, and took us all to 
their house. They put me to bed in their guest room and for the next 2 days, they and their sons 
entertained and cared for Mark and Elizabeth while I slept and healed. Life had thrown me a 
curve ball and I was overwhelmed. I had more than I could handle. And Linda and Joe came 
along side of me and carried me at a time when I couldn't help myself. 
 
We are all going to face hard times in life-every single one of us. We are going to give into 
temptations, and people are going to do things that hurt us and we are going to do things that 
hurt other people or bring brokenness to our own lives. We’re going to face moments when you 
are depressed, overwhelmed, sick, lonely, afraid, and disappointed. Some of us will face 
financial and employment distress. God doesn’t promise that we’re not going to go through hard 
times or that we can handle all of life’s challenges by ourselves. The promise is that God is 
there to help even when we cannot help ourselves. Pastor Steve talked about that last week 
and we learned that, “God helps those who help themselves”, is only partially true. The other 
half of the story is that God also helps those who cannot help themselves. That despite the 
mess we have made in our lives, or the mess that the human experience has dealt us, God 
comes alongside us with grace. And God deploys his people to be the instruments of love and 
care in this world.  That’s why we need God. That’s why we need the church, we need stretcher 
bearers, people like Linda and Joe, who will come alongside of us and carry us when we cannot 
carry ourselves. God has a better promise for us. That promise it this, God will help you handle 
all that you are given, even if that is a lot.  This is very different than God will not give you more 
than you can handle. 
 
On April 3, 1968, Martin Luther King, Jr., flew to Memphis, Tennessee, in support of a strike for 
higher wages and better working conditions by black sanitary public works employees. That was 
the day he delivered his "I've Been to the Mountaintop" speech. The next day, April 4 at 6:01 
p.m., King was shot while standing on the second floor balcony of the Lorraine Motel in 
Memphis. As he lay dying, he spoke his last words to his friend and musician Ben Branch, who 
was to perform at the event King was scheduled to attend that night. King said to Ben, "Make 
sure you play ‘Precious Lord, Take My Hand' in the meeting tonight. Play it real pretty." 
“Precious Lord, Take My Hand"was Dr. King’s favorite hymn. In fact, Mahalia Jackson sang it at 
his funeral just a few days later.  
 
Thomas Dorsey wrote this hymn in 1932. The story behind it goes like this. He had just left his 
pregnant wife, Nettie, in Chicago where they lived, so he could be the featured soloist at a 



revival the next night in St. Louis. He had a feeling that he shouldn’t go but because a lot of 
people were counting on him to show up, he went anyway. Immediately after playing the revival, 
he received a telegram saying that Nettie had died. When he got back to Chicago, he learned 
that Nettie had given birth to a boy but that the baby had also died. As you can imagine, he was 
overwhelmed with grief and he fell apart. He felt that God had done him an injustice and he 
closed himself off from the world. He decided that he was done serving God and he wasn’t 
going to write any more gospel songs. For weeks he was lost in grief. 
 
But a friend came along side of him and encouraged him to sit down at the piano as a way to 
express his grief. It was there that something happened. As he played, he began to feel at 
peace. As the Lord gave him the words and melody to this hymn, God also started to heal his 
spirit. Dorsey learned that when we are in our deepest grief, when we feel farthest from God, 
this is when the God is closest, and when we are most open to God’s restoring power. 
  
You can and will survive the hard times but you can’t do it all by yourself. God is not in the 
business of giving you temptation and trials to see how much you can handle but instead 
promises to help you handle all that you are given. So even when you can’t feel God’s 
presence, place your trust in God. Believe that God will walk with you and will not abandon you. 
From his prison cell, near the end of his life, Paul writes: “For I am convinced that nothing can 
ever separate us from God’s love. Neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither our 
fears for today nor our worries about tomorrow—not even the powers of hell can separate us 
from God’s love. No power in the sky above or in the earth below—indeed, nothing in all 
creation will ever be able to separate us from the love of God that is revealed in Christ Jesus 
our Lord.” (Romans 8:38-39) 
  
So when you’re facing temptations, I want to encourage you to go back and read 1 Corinthians 
10 and remember that God doesn’t lead you into those temptations but God promises to lead 
you out of them.  
And when you’re walking through hard times in life, know that it’s okay to admit that you can’t 
handle it by yourself and God will put people in your life to surround you and love you and carry 
you. That’s what the church can do. That’s why we encourage everyone to be a part of a faith 
group so to build those kind of caring, loving relationships because you don’t know how much 
you need a faith group until you need a faith group. And hold on to the promise that even when 
you can’t feel God’s presence in your life, God is at work in your life to sustain you and see you 
through the hard times. “God will not give you more than you can handle” is simply not true but 
instead, God will help you handle all that you’ve been given. 
 
God is our refuge and strength, a help always near in times of great trouble. That’s why we 
won’t be afraid when the world falls apart. (Psalm 46) 
 
Grow, Pray, Study for the Week of January 20, 2019  
 
Weekly Prayer: Almighty God, across the ages you have guided your people through the 
wilderness, assuring us of a home in your eternal city. Strengthen us along the way that we 
might not neglect our call to serve the cities and towns where we live. Help us to trust in your 
unfailing presence amid all of our fears. Grant us wisdom to discern your way in this world even 
as we hope for the next. Amen. 
 
 
 
 



Monday, January 21 
 
Scripture: 1 Corinthians 10:11-14  
These things happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings for us, on 
whom the culmination of the ages has come. So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful 
that you don’t fall! No temptation has overtaken you except what is common to mankind. And 
God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. Instead when you are 
tempted, God will also provide a way out so that you can endure it. Therefore, my dear friends, 
flee from idolatry. 
 
Observation: People usually base “God won’t give you more than you can handle” on verse 13 
(God “won’t allow you to be tempted beyond your abilities”). Paul was explicitly talking about 
temptation, notably the temptation to go back to serving false gods (verse 14). Israel fell into 
that trap in the desert (1 Corinthians 10:1-10). It was a very live issue for the Corinthian 
Christians. Paul said that no temptation could force them to sin, to abandon their devotion to 
God. He did not say all life situations are within our power to “handle.”  
 
Application: Temptations to worship pagan gods abounded in Corinth. Many business dealings 
and relationships came about at feasts honoring pagan idols. Social status often relied on 
attending such feasts. “Priestesses of Aphrodite” (i.e. prostitutes) had many clients. What 
powers and pressures today can push you to compromise, abandon or hide your commitment to 
Christ? Can any of them leave you with no choice but to give up your faith?  
 
Prayer: O Lord, I want to excuse myself when I’ve wandered off your path, to say, “I had no 
choice -- I had to do it.” Remind me that that’s never true, and keep me living in ways that are 
responsive to your principles. Amen. 
 
Tuesday, January 22 
 
Scripture: James 1:13-17 
When tempted, no one should say, “God is tempting me.” For God cannot be tempted by evil, 
nor does he tempt anyone; but each person is tempted when they are dragged away by their 
own evil desire and enticed. Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when 
it is full-grown, gives birth to death. Don’t be deceived, my dear brothers and sisters. Every good 
and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does 
not change like shifting shadows. 
 
Observation: “God won’t give you more than you can handle” is flawed because it assumes 
that God is the source of any issues you face. As we saw when we studied “Everything happens 
for a reason,” that is not a Biblical teaching. Both Jesus and his half-brother James taught that 
our God is the source of good gifts, not of traumas and tragedies.  
 
Application: James was unequivocal: “No one who is tested should say, ‘God is tempting me!’” 
When something that strains your faith has happened, have you ever said (or had someone say 
to you), “Why is God doing this?” How can James’ assurance that “Every good gift, every 
perfect gift, comes from above” serve to correct and reassure you when you’re tempted to 
blame God for bad things?  
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, you came to bring healing and light, to pour out on us all good and perfect 
gifts. Remind me that there are other sources of problems, and keep me from blaming you for 
what goes wrong in my life. Amen.  



 
Wednesday, January 23 
 
Scripture: Numbers 11:10-17 
Moses heard the people of every family wailing at the entrance to their tents. The Lord became 
exceedingly angry, and Moses was troubled. He asked the Lord, “Why have you brought this 
trouble on your servant? What have I done to displease you that you put the burden of all these 
people on me? Did I conceive all these people? Did I give them birth? Why do you tell me to 
carry them in my arms, as a nurse carries an infant, to the land you promised on oath to their 
ancestors? Where can I get meat for all these people? They keep wailing to me, ‘Give us meat 
to eat!’ I cannot carry all these people by myself; the burden is too heavy for me. If this is how 
you are going to treat me, please go ahead and kill me—if I have found favor in your eyes—and 
do not let me face my own ruin.” 
The Lord said to Moses: “Bring me seventy of Israel’s elders who are known to you as leaders 
and officials among the people. Have them come to the tent of meeting that they may stand 
there with you. I will come down and speak with you there, and I will take some of the power of 
the Spirit that is on you and put it on them. They will share the burden of the people with you so 
that you will not have to carry it alone.  
 
Observation: Freed from slavery in Egypt by a series of miraculous events, the Israelites still 
complained about the discomforts of trekking through the desert. They even went so far as to 
tell Moses they had been better off in Egypt! Moses found the situation discouraging and 
distressing— more than he could “handle.” But God didn’t scold him. God agreed Moses 
couldn’t handle it alone, and told him to enlist help to bear the burden.  
 
Application: One reason people often repeat “God won’t give you more than you can handle” is 
that our culture places a high premium on our ability to single-handedly “handle” any challenges 
life throws our way. Have you ever been embarrassed to ask for help in dealing with a situation? 
How does God’s guidance to Moses point to the importance of being willing to admit we can’t 
handle everything alone?  
 
Prayer: Lord God, when Moses was overwhelmed, you didn’t tell him to handle it, but to enlist 
others to help him. Give me a willingness to ask for help when I need it, too. Amen. 
 
Thursday, January 24 
 
Scripture: Jeremiah 20:7-9, 14-18  
You deceived me, Lord, and I was deceived; you overpowered me and prevailed. I am ridiculed 
all day long; everyone mocks me. Whenever I speak, I cry out proclaiming violence and 
destruction. So the word of the Lord has brought me insult and reproach all day long. But if I 
say, “I will not mention his word or speak anymore in his name, his word is in my heart like a 
fire, a fire shut up in my bones. I am weary of holding it in; indeed, I cannot. 
Cursed be the day I was born! May the day my mother bore me not be blessed! Cursed be the 
man who brought my father the news, who made him very glad, saying, “A child is born to you—
a son!” May that man be like the towns the Lord overthrew without pity. May he hear wailing in 
the morning, a battle cry at noon. For he did not kill me in the womb, with my mother as my 
grave, her womb enlarged forever. Why did I ever come out of the womb to see trouble and 
sorrow and to end my days in shame? 
 
Observation: Jeremiah the prophet had a deeply unpopular (many of his countrymen would 
have said “unpatriotic”) message. He urged Israel to face reality, and to cooperate with the 



powerful invading Babylonian army (see, for example, Jeremiah 27:1-22). Most Israelites, 
especially the kings, hated and persecuted him for that. Jeremiah spoke bluntly to God about 
the awful pain he felt as an outcast.  
 
Application: Does it shock you that Jeremiah spoke to God in such a blunt, pained way? In his 
book Prayer: Does It Make Any Difference?, Phillip Yancey told of a hospice chaplain who met a 
distraught patient in the final stages of cancer. The patient said his hope of eternal life was 
gone—he’d spent the previous night ranting and swearing at God. The chaplain asked, “Do you 
know the Christian word that describes what you were doing? The word is ‘prayer’—you spent 
the night praying.” “Our no-holds outbursts,” Yancey concluded, “hardly threaten God.”  
 
Prayer: Lord God, often I’m grateful, but sometimes I’m hurt, angry or overwhelmed. Thank you 
for being a God who listens and cares when I speak, no matter in what inner state I come to 
you. Amen. 
 
Friday, January 25 
 
Scripture: 2 Corinthians 1:8-9; 12:7-10 
We do not want you to be uninformed, brothers and sisters, about the troubles we experienced 
in the province of Asia. We were under great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that 
we despaired of life itself. Indeed, we felt we had received the sentence of death. But this 
happened that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who raises the dead. 
  
Therefore, in order to keep me from becoming conceited, I was given a thorn in my flesh, a 
messenger of Satan, to torment me. Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from 
me. But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in 
weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s 
power may rest on me. That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in 
hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong. 
 
Observation: It was the Christians in Corinth to whom Paul wrote that God “won’t allow you to 
be tempted beyond your abilities” (1 Corinthians 10:13). Almost as though to show how that 
differed from “God won’t give you more than you can handle,” Paul wrote to those same 
Christians that he faced a load of suffering “so far beyond our strength” he thought he might die. 
With gripping honesty, he shared the process by which he learned to accept his own weakness, 
rather than demanding that he must always be strong.  
 
Application: Paul didn’t hide even his own overwhelming struggles. His honesty sprang from a 
principle he wrote about in his first Corinthian letter: “the weakness of God is stronger than 
human strength … God chose what the world considers weak to shame the strong” (1 
Corinthians1:25-27). Can you be honest and vulnerable about your struggles, or do you feel 
ashamed and try to hide them? Who do you know who helps you recognize the strength in 
honestly facing weakness?  
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, I’m not as invulnerable and indestructible as I sometimes imagine I am. 
What a gift it is to know that, even when I am weak, your grace is with me, and your power can 
work through the weakness I wish I didn’t have. Amen.  
 
Saturday, January 26 
 
Scripture: Romans 8:35-39 



Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or 
famine or nakedness or danger or sword? As it is written: “For your sake we face death all day 
long; we are considered 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, neither 
angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, 
nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ 
Jesus our Lord. 
 
Observation: Moses, Jeremiah, Paul (and millions more of God’s people) found that even trials 
they could not handle on their own could not separate them from God’s steadfast love. Paul 
wrote, “We are experiencing all kinds of trouble, but we aren’t crushed. We are confused, but 
we aren’t depressed. We are harassed, but we aren’t abandoned. We are knocked down, but 
we aren’t knocked out” (2 Corinthians 4:8-9). He knew all about “trouble, or distress, or 
harassment, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword” (verse 35). Those are the parts of 
life we often cannot handle. God allows us to face them, but God never leaves us while we face 
them. They may go way beyond our strength—but they cannot separate us from God’s love. 
That is always with us.  
 
Application: Review Paul’s list of life’s obstacles—“trouble, or distress, or harassment, or 
famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword.” Which of those most often leave you feeling 
overwhelmed, not sure you can handle them? When you face something you cannot handle, 
what difference can it make to your frame of mind to know that God’s steady, unfailing love 
continues to enfold you at those times? How can you keep building your confidence in that love, 
a love that never lets you go?  
 
Prayer: All-powerful God, whatever comes my way, hold me close in the shelter of your love. 
Thank you that even when I’m overwhelmed, you can win a sweeping victory through me in “all 
these things.” Amen.  
 


