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How to Be Strong: Strong in Heart 
Romans 5:1-5 
April 6, 2014 

 
Good morning everyone!  I want you to do a quick mental check of everything you 
have done last week to get stronger in something.  Now that the weather has gotten 
a little better, the older kids and I have started running again.  Why do that?  The 
ultimate goal is to have healthier bodies, right?  So that our bodies can better do for 
a longer period of time what they were purposed to do.  Maybe you exercised this 
week, getting stronger in your body.  But that’s only one way to get stronger, 
right?  How many of you rehearsed something or practiced something this past 
week?  Maybe it was practicing a musical instrument.  Why?  So you could 
become a stronger player.  Or practicing math problems to become stronger at 
math.  Or some talk or speech that you had to give.  So you could become stronger 
at what you needed to do.  Maybe you read some material or a devotional book on 
being a better husband or wife.  Why?  So you could grow stronger for that very 
important role of yours.   
 
It doesn’t take much to notice how much time we spend doing things to grow 
stronger for roles and responsibilities that are very important to us.  And more so, it 
doesn’t take much to notice how much money we spend at getting stronger, 
whether through gym memberships or private lessons or instructions of some kind 
or going to conferences and seminars or buying books to read. 
 
So, the next three weeks, all the way through Easter Sunday, we are going to talk 
about how we can grow stronger in what is absolutely central to our whole self: our 
life with God.  And we’ll be looking at Romans chapters 5-8.  Starting at the 
beginning of chapter 5 today. 
 

1 Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with 
God through our Lord Jesus Christ, 2 through whom we have gained access 
by faith into this grace in which we now stand.  And we boast in the hope of 
the glory of God. 3 Not only so, but we also glory in our sufferings, because 
we know that suffering produces perseverance; 4 perseverance, character; 
and character, hope. 5 And hope does not put us to shame, because God’s 
love has been poured out into our hearts through the Holy Spirit, who has 
been given to us. 

 
How does Paul expect us to boast in our sufferings?  Because that’s what the word 
glory means there, just like we boast in the hope of the glory of God.  The word 



	   2	  

boast means to hold your head up high.  It’s a way of celebrating.  How do you do 
that with your sufferings?  The only way is when you know that some thing or 
things very good can come through our suffering.  So what I’d like to do is discuss 
three good things that can come about through our suffering.  And they all work 
together to bring about one extremely important result.   
 
One: Paul says that suffering produces perseverance.  And so one benefit of our 
suffering is that through it, we are made stronger so that we can endure more 
suffering.  Now, this honestly isn’t all that satisfying, right?  I can celebrate this 
bad day that I’ve had because I know that it will help me get through more bad 
days in the future?  How about a different plan, God?  How about no bad days at 
all?  This doesn’t really address why God allows us to go through suffering in the 
first place.  But, this isn’t Paul’s final point.  He’s not saving this as the clincher to 
show why we can boast over our sufferings.   
 
But, I think we can acknowledge that there are a lot of things that can shake us in 
life.  New things can come every day.  And, if we go through suffering and come 
out okay, we build up strength to make it through the next difficulty that comes our 
way.  And so God is doing something in our lives.  Being able to make it through 
tribulations again and again works towards a very good end result, similar to an 
oyster forming a pearl.  Initially, there is an irritation, a speck of sand, inside the 
oyster.  And overcoming that irritation, the oyster produces a coating for that 
speck.  But it takes more than just one day of doing that.  It takes some time.  And 
in the end, after enduring with this irritant inside it, the end result is that the oyster 
has created this beautiful and costly pearl.  And now we can think more about what 
is this good result of our suffering really is. 
 
Two.  The second thing that Paul says is that this perseverance in suffering 
produces character.  Now that word character can mean several things.  It can 
mean a trial itself.  Or, it can mean something that is tested and approved through a 
trial.  So the point Paul is making is when we go through tribulations, something in 
us is being tested.  Our inner character is being tested.  God tests us so that one 
day, we’ll be approved.  Both we and God will be able to say, Yes, the inner 
character, my inner character, is where it needs to be.   
 
It’s like how the hymn, How Firm a Foundation, puts it: 
 
When through fiery trials the pathway shall lie, 
My grace, all sufficient, shall be thy supply 
The flame shall not hurt thee, I only design 
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Thy dross to consume and thy gold to refine. 
 
Dross being the waste product taken off the costly, valuable metal when it is heated 
up to be refined.  God wants to purify something inside of us through trials.  What 
is that?   
 
1 Peter 1:6-7 tells us.  That says: 
 

6 In all this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have 
had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials. 7 These have come so that the proven 
genuineness (comes from the same word we get the word character) of your 
faith—of greater worth than gold, which perishes even though refined by 
fire—may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed. 

 
God is testing and purifying our faith.  So, how we respond to our trials can serve 
as an indicator for us of the quality of our faith. 
 
Think of a parallel in the Bible.  Jesus tells the familiar parable of a farmer who 
scatters seed.  Remember that?  Some of the seed fell on an impenetrable surface 
and didn’t sink in the ground.  Some seed fell on rocky places with just a little soil.  
Some falls around a bunch of thorns.  Some in good soil that the seed could sink 
into.  And only the seed that fell in good soil actually grows and flourishes.  And 
one of the points Jesus is leaving with the crowds of people is, give the seed good 
soil.  If you give the seed good soil, then when troubles come out, the plant that 
grows will survive the heat.  Why?  Because it will be able to grow deep roots.   
 
So how we go through trials can be an indicator of the quality of our faith.  Deep 
faith requires deep roots.  There are so many different examples of how this can 
play out.  I’ll never forget one moment in 8th grade.  I don’t remember the class, 
but we were having a test.  I remember the teacher going up to one of the students, 
her name was Deena.  I don’t remember anything about Deena other than this one 
moment.  The teacher had caught her cheating.  She had all this test information 
written on her book cover, which she kept glancing down at throughout the test.  I 
remember the teacher right there, confronting Deena about it, and then promptly 
escorting the crying Deena out into the hall.  And we never saw her again.  No, she 
was back the next day. 
 
What do you when you’re in the heat?  You know you’re not ready for a test.  Do 
you cheat?  Or is there deep enough faith that believes in a loving, personal God, 
so that deep roots grow in your life.  Where you come to the conclusion, I don’t 
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know how this will work out, but I believe in God to get me through this and take 
care of me.  And of course, there are so many things we can cheat, right?  Cheat at 
your job, cheat your friends by talking behind their backs, cheat on your spouse, 
cheat the government.  Often, how we respond to difficulties reveals the depth of 
our faith in God.   
 
That's one kind of suffering, where the pressure of life starts mounting up on us.  
And another kind is when there’s loss, right?  Loss of health, loss of family.  Loss 
of possessions.  What do you do when there is loss?   
 
It will depend on what you believe about God, right?  If you believe that God 
ultimately exists to serve you by preventing tragic things from happening, when 
those tragic things happen, you could likely say, Well, either God isn’t real after 
all, or God doesn’t really care about me all that much.  Both ways, you’ve rejected 
the idea of a God you want to draw close to.  On the other hand, if you’re open to 
God being one of passionate love for you, even through loss, you’ll cling even 
more to his love, because you know that it’s real.  It’s there.  You can cling to it. 
 
How many of you know what’s going on with Jim Kelly, former quarterback of the 
Buffalo Bills?   Last June, he had part of his jaw removed because of cancer.  This 
year, his cancer is back.  It’s inoperable, but chemo and radiation may be effective.  
He’s suffered through tremendous headaches throughout his two cancers.  He says 
the most difficult thing he’s been through is when his eight year old son died of a 
genetic disorder known as Krabbe disease.  What has been his response?  He said 
in an interview, There’s no way I’d be here without my faith. 
 
Faith not in a god that exists to make our life comfortable and easy.  But faith in 
the personal God whose love we know we can never lose.  Our sufferings build up 
our endurance and reveal the quality of our faith.  But there’s another thing.  Three, 
as Paul says, perseverance leads to character, and character leads to hope.  How 
does suffering lead to hope?  Because when your faith has been tested and 
approved – in other words, when your faith grows deep roots – suffering reveals to 
us what we can never lose.  What do I mean by that? 
 
People always, always, always are going to put their faith in something.  You will 
plant your roots somewhere.  People easily find things that they believe they can 
trust in for a happy, fulfilling future.  In their jobs.  Maybe great, fulfilling jobs.  In 
their relationships.  Maybe wonderful marriages.  People can think, I can’t live 
without this other person.  People can put their trust in their intelligence.  Good 
grades which they know will be their ticket to a great college and then on to 
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success.  In their hobbies.  Maybe traveling.  Maybe their health is the source of 
their trust.  If I’m healthy, no back problems, no joint problems, no lung problems, 
I’ll be able to keep on traveling.  There’s a long list of things people put their trust 
in.   
 
And here’s the deal, we so often put our trust in things without really realizing it.  
We grow roots of faith without realizing it.  I remember one day getting on my 
ladder and cleaning out my gutters.  There was a tomato plant growing in my 
gutter.  A tomato plant!  Maybe that shows how often I clean out my gutters.  A 
bird came and dropped a seed in my gutter, and now I’m growing tomatoes.  And it 
grew its little roots there because that’s where it was dropped.  And I think we can 
do the same thing, putting our roots of faith wherever we are.   
 
Suffering so often comes from the loss of those things.  The dream job turns out 
not so dreamy after all.  Or, maybe it is a dream job, but it gets abruptly ended.  
Maybe the dream marriage turns out not to be so dreamy.  What then?  Or your 
health, your mobility, is gone in an instant.  Loved ones die.  Children die.  But 
Paul says suffering leads to hope.  How?  It seems like suffering kills hope.  It 
leads to hope when it directs us to the One who never can be taken away from us.  
When we realize that there’s only one Person who indeed we can put our hope in 
because all other things will eventually fail us.  One day, someone will be the last 
person in a family.  One day, your legs will give out.  It may be when you breathe 
your last breath, or it may be tomorrow.  One day, the job will be over.  Your 
productivity will wind down sooner or later.  But here’s the glory of it all.  Even if 
you were to lose everything else, who are you left with? 
 
I was talking with some high school teachers and workers about this last week at a 
weekly devotional time local pastors have with them.  Asked that question, and one 
of the teachers said with some good humor in her voice, Well, the churchy answer 
is Jesus.  Meaning, we know it’s Jesus, but it doesn’t necessarily seem too 
satisfying in the light of losing everything.   
 
And no, of course suffering loss isn’t satisfying.  But, we can be satisfied despite 
of loss.  The churchy answer is the right answer.  Because Jesus doesn’t want to be 
just some concept to us.  He wants to be real.  He wants to come to our aid.  He 
wants to be our strength.  He wants to give us power.  And he will, when we come 
to him knowing he’s ultimately the only sure thing in our life. 
 
And here’s the deal, when our roots of faith are in him, our faith grows, and we 
come to him more and more, and he proves himself faithful to us.  And our faith 



	   6	  

gets confirmed. Christ is confirmed to be the One in which to find hope.  This is 
what Paul means in chapter 5 verse 5: 
  

5 And hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has been poured 
out into our hearts through the Holy Spirit, who has been given to us. 

 
And now, here’s the one very important result of perseverance and tested faith and 
hope:  As Jesus becomes more and more a reality to us, he begins to outshine 
everything else.  His love for us becomes more precious.  And our hearts grow to 
love him more.  We grow strong in heart for Jesus.  It’s not that we love our family 
less, your spouse less.  It’s not that you appreciate your job less, or your health.  
But you love God more.  Your heart becomes more pure in its love.  And the more 
we love him, the more we’ll draw close to him.  And he’ll draw close to you.  
James 4:8 says: 
 

Come near to God and he will come near to you. 
 

You see how this becomes a process of our love growing strong for Jesus,  And 
when that happens, We’ll grow powerful in life. 
 
And it happens even more so when we realize that, yes, in the end, we have Jesus.  
But that means we really do have it all.  That’s what Romans 8:32 says. 
 

He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all – how will he 
not also, along with him, graciously give us all things? 

 
Do you know what that means?  That means that everything that is of lasting 
eternal value gets restored in the end.  That means that any loss we experience, it 
gets returned to us.  In Jesus, we really do gain it all. 
 
Do you know why?  Because Jesus was the one who gave it all up for us.  We 
suffer loss, but we still have God.  Jesus suffered loss, but it was so great he lost 
God.  Remember what happened on the cross?  Not only did he lose his life, but he 
lost God.  What did Jesus cry out?  My God, my God, why have you forsaken me.  
God looked away from his Son.  For a few agonizing moments, the One who had 
been with God from the beginning lost God.  So that we wouldn’t lose God.  So 
that we could never lose God. 
 
That is Jesus’ enormous heart for you.  So let’s open our hearts up to him.  Amen. 
  


