
 

“The Lord Tests Hearts” 
(Proverbs 17:3) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  The Lord has over the past several years been refining us through various trials.  
He has, both as a church and as individuals, been bringing us through the fires of tribulation to 
test our faith and to refine us.  Remember what we saw about five months ago in 1 Peter.  Peter 
told his audience that if they were indeed God’s chosen ones, born again to a living hope through 
the resurrection of Jesus Christ, that He would certainly make sure that they made it to the end of 
their journey.  He reminded them that they are “protected by the power of God through faith for 
a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time” (1:5).  But even though they were God’s elect, 
and He had pledged to keep them by His almighty power, that did not mean that everything 
would be easy for them.  God determined that it was necessary that they be put through the 
crucible.  He writes, “In this you greatly rejoice, even though now for a little while, if necessary, 
you have been distressed by various trials, that the proof of your faith, being more precious than 
gold which is perishable, even though tested by fire, may be found to result in praise and glory 
and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ” (1:5-7).   
 We must never forget that God has designed this world to be a place of testing, a place of 
probation, in which our eternal destination will be determined.  I would like to quote again the 
very insightful words of Joseph Bellamy, in his book True Religion Delineated -- a book, by the 
way, which seeks to answer the most important question you could ever ask, which is, How can I 
know that I have true grace in my soul?  He writes this, “We are designed, by God our Maker, 
for an endless existence.  In this present life we just enter upon being, and are in a state 
introductory to a never-ending duration in another world, where we are to be forever 
unspeakably happy or miserable, according to our present conduct.  This [world] is designed for 
a state of probation, and that [future world] for a state of rewards and punishments.  We are now 
upon trial, and God’s eye is upon us every moment; and that picture of ourselves, which we 
exhibit in our conduct, the whole of it taken together, will give our proper character, and 
determine our state forever.  This [world] being designed for a state of trial, God now means to 
try us, that our conduct, under all the trials of life, may discover what we are, and ripen us for the 
day of judgment; when God will judge every man according to his works, and render to every 
one according to his doings.  He does not intend, in the dispensations of his providence, to suit 
things to a state of ease and enjoyment, which is what this life is not designed for; but to a state 
of trial:  he puts men into trying circumstances of set purpose, and, as it were, contrives methods 
to try them.  One great end he has in view is, that he may prove them, and know what is in their 
hearts” (7).  God intends these trials as a test of the sincerity of our faith.  And, as Peter says, 
where this testing reveals true grace, it brings cause for great rejoicing.   
 And this is what our passage deals with this evening.  Solomon tells us that just as man 
has devised different methods to test the quality of precious metals, God devises methods to test 
the heart of man.  Tonight, I would like us to focus specifically on the fact that,  
 God brings trials into your lives to test the sincerity of your faith.   
 God puts you into the refining pot, into the crucible, as it were, to reveal to you what is in 
your heart.   
 
I.  Perhaps You Have Never Thought About It in This Way, But the Bible Is Full of 
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Examples of Those Who Been Tried by God.   
A.  Sometimes God Tries Men to Show Them that They Have No True Love and Faith to 

God.   
1.  Now remember that by trial, I mean only that providential arrangement of the Lord, 

where He puts someone into a situation where he has to choose for or against God.   
a.  Life is really a series of never-ending trials, if we think of it in these terms.  Every 

decision that we face is a decision to choose God or to choose against Him.   
b.  God is in control of everything which happens.  And everything which He has 

ordained, He has ordained for a purpose.   
c.  That purpose is to test the inhabitants of the earth, to reveal what is in their hearts.   
d.  Sadly, most of the time -- if we believe what God’s Word says -- men fail the test.   
 

2.  For example, wasn’t the Lord testing Israel when He brought them out of Egypt and to 
the edge of the Promised Land, to see whether or not they would trust Him?   
a.  God had promised to give them the land which He has sworn to Abraham, Isaac and 

Jacob.   
b.  When they finally reached the border, the Lord had them send out twelve spies to 

spy out the land for forty days and to bring back a report concerning it:  what the 
land was like and how strong the inhabitant of the land were.   

c.  When they came back, ten of the spies gave an evil report.  They said that the land 
was good, but that the inhabitants were big and ferocious, and that they would surely 
be destroyed.   

d.  But two of the men, Caleb and Joshua, brought back a good report.  Caleb said, 
“We should by all means go up and take possession of it, for we shall surely 
overcome it” (Numbers 13:30).   

e.  The people of Israel were now faced with a decision:  would they listen to the good 
report and trust that the Lord would enable them to overcome their enemies? or 
would they listen to the evil report and reveal that they really didn’t trust God after 
all?   

f.  The sad commentary is that this test revealed that the vast majority of men who had 
come out of Egypt did not trust the Lord.  The author to the Hebrews, in applying 
this same situation to his audience, writes, “For we have become partakers of Christ, 
if we hold fast the beginning of our assurance firm until the end; while it is said, 
‘TODAY IF YOU HEAR HIS VOICE, DO NOT HARDEN YOUR HEARTS, AS 
WHEN THEY PROVOKED ME.’  For who provoked Him when they had heard?  
Indeed, did not all those who came out of Egypt led by Moses?  And with whom 
was He angry for forty years?  Was it not with those who sinned, whose bodies fell 
in the wilderness?  And to whom did He swear that they should not enter His rest, 
but to those who were disobedient?  And so we see that they were not able to enter 
because of unbelief” (Heb. 3:14-19).   

g.  God tested them to show them what was in their heart.  But what was in their heart 
was only unbelief.  They failed!   

 
3.  Examples of failure could be multiplied.   

a.  Because Israel showed herself again and again to be faithless by following after 
false gods after she entered the land, the Lord was angry and said, “Because this 
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nation has transgressed My covenant which I commanded their fathers, and has not 
listened to My voice,  I also will no longer drive out before them any of the nations 
which Joshua left when he died, in order to test Israel by them, whether they will 
keep the way of the LORD to walk in it as their fathers did, or not” (Judges 2:20-22).  
These nations would be used by the Lord to test the confession of His people, 
whether it was true or false.   

b.  And didn’t Jesus put the rich young ruler to the test when he approached Him and 
asked about eternal life?   
(i)  Weren’t the things which Jesus said designed to reveal what was in his heart?   
(ii)  Wasn’t this the reason that Christ tried him at the very point of his strongest 

affection?   
(iii)  Jesus told him to “keep the commandments.”  The young man replied, “Which 

ones?”  And Jesus said, ‘YOU SHALL NOT COMMIT MURDER; YOU 
SHALL NOT COMMIT ADULTERY; YOU SHALL NOT STEAL; YOU 
SHALL NOT BEAR FALSE WITNESS;  HONOR YOUR FATHER AND 
MOTHER; and YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF.’  
The young man *said to Him, ‘All these things I have kept; what am I still 
lacking?’  Jesus said to him, ‘If you wish to be complete, go and sell your 
possessions and give to the poor, and you shall have treasure in heaven; and 
come, follow Me.’  But when the young man heard this statement, he went away 
grieved; for he was one who owned much property” (Matt. 19:16-22).   

(iv)  Jesus turned and said to His disciples, “How hard it is for those who are 
wealthy to enter the kingdom of God!” (Luke 18:24).   

(v)  This was what Jesus was referring to in the parable of the sower when He said 
that some of the seed which fell among the thorns was choked out by the thorns 
and didn’t bring any fruit to maturity.  The thorns are the cares of the world and 
the deceitfulness of riches.  Jesus showed the rich young ruler that his heart was 
too much in love with his money to enter God’s kingdom.   

 
c.  Jesus also lost other potential disciples by testing them as to whether or not they 

would trust in Him completely.   
(i)  After He told them that they must eat His flesh and drink His blood, they said, 

“This is a difficult statement; who can listen to it?”   
(ii)  Jesus told them plainly, “Does this cause you to stumble?  What then if you 

should behold the Son of Man ascending where He was before?  It is the Spirit 
who gives life; the flesh profits nothing; the words that I have spoken to you are 
spirit and are life.  But there are some of you who do not believe. . . For this 
reason I have said to you, that no one can come to Me, unless it has been granted 
him from the Father.”   

(iii)  “As a result of this many of His disciples withdrew, and were not walking with 
Him anymore” (John 6:60-66).   

(iv)  I was talking with Mark Hoeksema, and he remarked that here is the church 
growth movement in reverse.   

(v)  Jesus was not trying to attract people to follow Him at all costs.  But Scripture 
plainly shows that He was constantly testing them to show them what was in their 
heart, to see if they had counted the cost, and were willing to follow Him on His 
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terms and not their own.   
(vi)  In Luke 14:25-35, we read, “Now great multitudes were going along with Him; 

and He turned and said to them, ‘If anyone comes to Me, and does not hate his 
own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and 
even his own life, he cannot be My disciple.  Whoever does not carry his own 
cross and come after Me cannot be My disciple.  For which one of you, when he 
wants to build a tower, does not first sit down and calculate the cost, to see if he 
has enough to complete it?  Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation, and is not 
able to finish, all who observe it begin to ridicule him, saying, “This man began to 
build and was not able to finish.”  Or what king, when he sets out to meet another 
king in battle, will not first sit down and take counsel whether he is strong enough 
with ten thousand men to encounter the one coming against him with twenty 
thousand?  Or else, while the other is still far away, he sends a delegation and 
asks terms of peace.  So therefore, no one of you can be My disciple who does 
not give up all his own possessions.  Therefore, salt is good; but if even salt has 
become tasteless, with what will it be seasoned?  It is useless either for the soil or 
for the manure pile; it is thrown out.  He who has ears to hear, let him hear.’”   

 
B.  But the Scripture also Reveals that There Are Those, by God’s Grace, Who When Tested, 

Are Shown to Have Genuine Faith.   
1.  Noah was such a man.   

a.  When he was put to the test, he faithfully testified of righteousness and repentance 
to the world around him.   

b.  He built an ark to save his family from a danger which was unseen by human eyes, 
but seen through the eyes of faith.   

c.  The people ridiculed him.  But God was pleased with him, and owned him as His 
own.   

 
2.  Abraham was also put to the test by God.  In Genesis 22:1, we read, “Now it came 

about after these things, that God tested Abraham, and said to him, ‘Abraham!’ And he 
said, ‘Here I am.’”   
a.  What God told him to do was to go to a mountain which He would show him, and 

there to offer up his son as a burnt offering.   
b.  The question again which God was seeking the answer to was, Does Abraham love 

and fear Me more than his own precious son?   
c.  The answer was yes.  Abraham raised the knife with the full intention of killing his 

son out of obedience to God, but then God stopped him.  And He said to him, “Now 
I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from 
Me” (Gen. 22:12).   

 
3.  Stephen’s claim to love God was also vindicated, when in the face of the mob of Jews 

who were stoning him, he did not deny Christ, but held fast his confession even though 
it cost him his life.   

4.  Paul underwent stonings, beatings, hunger, exposure and constant persecution while 
maintaining his profession of faith.   
a.  It would have been so easy for both Paul and Stephen to compromise and avoid all 



5 

 

of that hardship.  Whenever I think of this, I remember a remark that someone I 
knew once said.  He said that if he had been Stephen, he would have recanted, he 
would have denied Christ and said that it was all a big mistake, and then later 
confessed his sin to the Lord for grieving His Spirit.   

b.  But this is exactly the essence of apostasy.  Anyone can deny Christ to save their 
skin.  But only a true believer will not deny the Lord, even in the face of torture and 
death.   

c.  Paul remained steadfast to His Lord, and endured whatever crosses the Lord put in 
his path and in doing so proved to be His disciple.   

  
II.  There Is No Better Way for the Lord to Test the Sincerity of Your Faith than to Drop 

You Into the Crucible of Fire.   
A.  Edwards Once Wrote, “Holy practice, under trials, is the highest evidence of the sincerity 

of professors to their own consciences” (Religious Affections 352-353).   
1.  We must remember that when the Lord tries us, He is not doing so for His own benefit, 

but for ours.   
a.  God already knows with infinite accuracy what is in our hearts, and what will be in 

our hearts, under any circumstances, throughout all time.   
b.  He has known everything perfectly from all eternity.  He never learns anything 

new.   
c.  The purpose of His testing is simply to show us what we are really like.  He puts us 

to the test to see if we will choose God in every circumstance of life, to show us if 
we really love Him as we profess to, or to show us if we are only self-deceived.   

 
2.  Thomas Shepard, the founder of Harvard College, wrote, “I am persuaded, as Calvin is, 

that all the several trials of men are to show them to themselves, and to the world, that 
they be but counterfeits; and to make saints known to themselves the better, Romans 
5.5.  Tribulation works trial, and hope, Proverbs 17:3.  If you will know whether it 
will hold weight, the trial will tell you” (Shepard’s Parable of the Ten Virgins, p. 302; 
Edwards 352n).   

3.  Edwards wrote, “The surest way to know our gold is to look upon it and examine it in 
God’s furnace, where He tries it for that end, that we may see what it is.  If we have a 
mind to know whether a building stands strong or no, we must look upon it when the 
wind blows.  If we would know whether that which appears in the form of wheat, has 
the real substance of wheat, or is only chaff, we must observe it when it is winnowed.  
If we would know whether a staff be strong, or a rotten broken reed, we must observe it 
when it is leaned on and weight is borne upon it.  If we would weigh ourselves justly, 
we must weigh ourselves in the scales that God makes use of to weigh us” (Edwards 
353).   

 
B.  And So What Has the Lord’s Testing Revealed About Your Heart?   

1.  Does it reveal that you know Him?   
a.  In life, you will be constantly confronted with choices, choices in which you may 

choose the right or the wrong.  Examine the choices that you make.   
b.  When you are confronted with decisions where it is clear to you what the Lord’s 

will is, do you choose for it, or against it?   
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c.  Do you choose to do what the Lord would have you to in your choice of friends, 
your choice of what to wear, of what to eat, of what to say?   

d.  Do you choose to do what the Lord would have you to do in cases where if you do 
what is right, you might offend someone?  Do you speak the truth in love, even in 
those cases where your words will be the wounds of a friend?   

e.  Do you choose to use your time exclusively for the Lord’s purposes, or do you 
choose to use it for your own?  Do you consciously offer up yourself daily to the 
Lord as a living sacrifice, dying to your own will, in order to live for His?  Are you 
seeking to fulfill what the Lord admonished us through the apostle Paul, “Whether, 
then, you eat or drink or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God” (1 Cor. 10:31)?   

f.  And if you do not choose to do what is right in the foundational things, how then 
will you be able to stand when the really big tests come?  How could you ever stand 
firm in the Lord, even unto death, if, when things are easy, you cannot resist your 
fleshly desires?   

g.  If your life was placed on trial in God’s court of Law, would the evidence be there 
in your responses to His tests to convict you of being His?   

h.  This is the same evidence which will be presented on the day of His righteous 
judgment to either vindicate you or condemn you.   

i.  Examine the evidence yourself.  What do you think the outcome will be?   
j.  If your life bears abundant testimony to His ownership of you, then give God praise 

and glory.  This is a blessing more precious than all the treasures of the world.   
 

2.  But if your life shows that you are really only living for yourself, that you always 
choose what is best for you, that you always choose the easy road of self-indulgence, 
rather than the road of self-sacrifice for the glory of Christ, then you stand in need of 
Christ.   
a.  These tests are to show you the condition of your heart.  If they reveal that you 

have not died to yourself to follow Christ, then come to Him now.  Confess your 
sins.  Resolve to pick up your cross, and follow the Lord no matter what the cost to 
yourself.   

b.  The Bible says that God redeems us in order that we might show forth His glory, 
that we might be zealous for good works, that we might not love our lives even unto 
death.   

c.  We need a supernatural grace to accomplish this.  We need that which is beyond 
our own strength.   

d.  We must realize that the Lord has not called us to a life of ease, but of labor and 
sacrifice.   

e.  Don’t imitate the children of Israel in the wilderness.  Don’t imitate an Ananias or a 
Sapphira.  Don’t imitate the rich young ruler.  But be imitators of Noah, of 
Abraham, of Paul, of the Lord Jesus Christ, who gave up all that they had, and 
showed that they did through their lives, to follow God.   

f.  The measure of whether or not our life is pleasing to God is not whether or not we 
are professing Christ with our lips, but with our lives.   

g.  May God grant to us then that when He puts us through the trial, we shall come 
forth shining as gold.  Amen.   


