
“The Trials of Prosperity and Adversity” 
(1 Peter 1:6-7)   

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  Last week, we considered John Flavel’s understanding of Revelation 3:17-18.   
a.  Here, Jesus addressed a problem among the members of the church of 

Laodicea.   
(i)  They weren’t hot – that is fervently in love with Him and zealous for His 

cause.   
(ii)  But neither were they cold – that is enemies of the cross and haters of 

Christ.   
(iii)  They were lukewarm – indifferent, wearing the name of Christian, but 

having no true spiritual love.   
(a)  Christ tells them He was sick of their indifference.   
(b)  He wanted them to be hot; He would even prefer cold – either wholly 

in love or wholly alienated.   
(c)  But because they were neither, He was about to vomit them out of His 

mouth.   
 

b.  In case we’re wondering how Christ could threaten this to any of His people, 
we need to remember those He was addressing were not believers.   
(i)  Christ says they were poor – without any true grace/faith in their hearts.   
(ii)  They were blind – they had no spiritual illumination; they didn’t 

understand the danger of their situation, nor their need of Christ.   
(iii)  And they were naked – they didn’t have the righteousness of Christ that 

faith brings.   
(iv)  All these things were true, and yet they didn’t know it:  they thought 

they were rich, wealthy, and in need of nothing (v. 17).   
(v)  As Flavel said, “To be really graceless and Christless, is a miserable 

condition; but to be so, and yet confidently persuaded of the contrary, is 
most miserable:  to have the very symptoms of death upon us, and yet tell 
those that pity us we are as well as they, is lamentable indeed!” 
(Touchstone, 513).    

 
2.  From this, we saw two things:   

a.  First, that it is possible to believe we’re spiritually alive, when we’re really 
spiritually dead – that is, hypocrisy is a very real possibility in the church.   

b.  And second, that grace is precious because it is the only cure for spiritual 
death – this is why if we don’t have it, we must come to Christ and receive it 
before that day.   

 
B.  Preview.   
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1.  Flavel has yet to deal with the most important question, How can we know 
whether or not we have grace?  The answer is, We must be put on trial to find 
out, and this is what God helps us with through trials.   
a.  “That only is to be accounted true grace which is able to endure all those 

trials appointed, or permitted for the discovery of it” (Ibid., 516).   
b.  We see this in our text.   

(i)  Peter is writing to those believers “scattered throughout Pontus, Galatia, 
Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia” (v. 1) to comfort them in their trials (v. 
6).   

(ii)  Their greatest comfort would come from the fact that these trials have a 
purpose:  they were meant to prove their faith, to test it to see if it was 
genuine, to help them see if they were spiritually rich or spiritually 
destitute.   

(iii)  This is why God sends them, why we must go through them – that they 
might reveal to us whether or not we are true believers.   

 
2.  Flavel goes on to show us how trials do this.  This evening, we’ll look at three 

things:   
a.  First, that trials reveal true faith.   
b.  Second, how the trial of prosperity does this.   
c.  Third, how the trial of adversity does this.   

 
II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, true grace is revealed by trials.   
1.  The rest of Flavel’s treatise, which is by far the largest section, deals with how 

trials reveal grace.   
a.  God tries the graces of men in two ways:  by calling us to self-examination (2 

Corinthians 13:5), and by trying us Himself (Jeremiah 12:3) (Ibid., 535-536).   
(i)  “Test yourselves to see if you are in the faith; examine yourselves!  Or do 

you not recognize this about yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you – 
unless indeed you fail the test? (2 Cor. 13:5).   

(ii)  “But You know me, O LORD; You see me; and You examine my heart’s 
attitude toward You” (Jer. 12:3).   

(iii)  He tries us that we might see what is in our hearts (537).   
 

b.  We need to be cautious though since there are many levels of maturity and 
gifts among believers.   
(i)  Flavel writes, “The portraiture of a Christian is such as none can draw to 

one model, but with respect to the infancy of some, as well as the age and 
strength of others” (537).   

(ii)  Just because our grace doesn’t measure up to that of Paul’s does not 
mean that we are not believers.   

 
2.  He goes on to tells us there are three different kinds of marks to consider.   

a.  “Great heed ought also to be had in the application of marks and signs; we 
should first try them; before we try ourselves or others by them.  Marks and 
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signs are by some distinguished into exclusive, inclusive, and positive:  
Exclusive marks serve to shut out bold pretenders, by shewing them how far 
they come short of a saving work of grace; and they are commonly taken 
from some necessary common duty, as hearing, praying, &c.  He that hath 
not these things, cannot have any work of grace in him; and yet if he do them, 
he cannot conclude from thence his estate to be gracious:  He that so 
concludes, he deceives himself.”   

b.  “Inclusive marks rather discover the degrees than the truth of grace, and are 
rather intended for comfort than for conviction:  If we find them in ourselves, 
we do not only find sincerity, but eminency of grace; They being taken from 
some raised degree and eminent acts of grace in confirmed and grown 
Christians.”   

c.  “Betwixt the two former there is a middle sort of marks, which are called 
positive marks, and they are such as are always, and only found, in regenerate 
souls:  The hypocrite hath them not; the grown Christian hath them, and that 
in an eminent degree:  The poorest Christian hath them in a lower, but saving 
degree:  Great care must be taken in the application of them.  And it is past 
doubt that many weak and injudicious Christians have been greatly 
prejudiced by finding the experiences of eminent Christians proposed as rules 
to measure their sincerity by.  Alas! these no more fit their souls, than Saul’s 
armour did David’s body” (537-538).   

d.  We should pay close attention to Flavel’s last statement:  weak Christians 
often become overwhelmed when they compare their experience to that of the 
best saints.  There is a large difference between a mature Christian and one 
who is still young in the faith.   

 
B.  Second, Flavel now begins with the trials themselves.  The first one he deals with 

is prosperity:  How prosperity can reveal true grace.   
1.  He writes, “Prosperity, success, and the increase of outward enjoyments, are to 

grace what fire is to gold. . . .  Prosperity discovers many sad symptoms of a 
naughty heart” (Proverbs 27:21; 538-539).   

2.  Flavel does not list everything prosperity can reveal, but he gives us enough to 
see what its effects will be on both subjects, beginning with the hypocrite.   
a.  First, “It casts the hearts of some men into a deep oblivion of God, and makes 

them lay aside all care of duty” (539).   
(i)  Consider our meditation Deuteronomy 32:13-15.   
(ii)  Do we still seek and serve the Lord when we have everything we want?  

Or is this the reason we seek Him in the first place.   
 
b.  Second, “Prosperity meeting with a graceless heart, makes it wholly sensual, 

and entirely swallows up its thoughts and affections:  Earthly things 
transform and mould their hearts into their own similitude and nature; the 
whole strength of their souls goes out to those enjoyments” (540).   
(i)  Job said regarding the wicked:  “Their descendants are established with 

them in their sight, and their offspring before their eyes, their houses are 
safe from fear, and the rod of God is not on them.  His ox mates without 
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fail; his cow calves and does not abort.  They send forth their little ones 
like the flock, and their children skip about.  They sing to the timbrel and 
harp and rejoice at the sound of the flute.  They spend their days in 
prosperity, and suddenly they go down to Sheol.  They say to God, 
‘Depart from us!  We do not even desire the knowledge of Your ways.  
Who is the Almighty, that we should serve Him, and what would we gain 
if we entreat Him? (Job 21:8-15).   

(ii)  This is why it’s so difficult to reach those who are rich:  they think they 
have everything they need.  But this is the sign of a graceless heart.   

 
c.  And third, “A false pretender to religion, an hypocritical professor, meeting 

with prosperity and success, grows altogether unconcerned about that interest 
of religion, and senseless of the calamities of God’s people” (Amos 6:1-6; 
540-541), that is, they’re not concerned whether or not the true religion 
advances or declines.   

 
3.  What about the true believer?  He will respond to prosperity in a godly way.   

a.  He will labor to keep himself humble before the Lord.   
(i)  “I am unworthy of all the lovingkindness and of all the faithfulness which 

You have shown to Your servant; for with my staff only I crossed this 
Jordan, and now I have become two companies” (Gen. 32:10).   

(ii)  “Then David the king went in and sat before the LORD, and he said, 
‘Who am I, O Lord GOD, and what is my house, that You have brought 
me this far?’” (2 Samuel 7:18).   

 
b.  He will love God more for His material blessings (Psalm 18:1; 2 Samuel 

7:19-20) and will guard his heart that these things do not cause him to fall 
into sin (Ezra 9:13-14).   
(i)  “{For the choir director. A Psalm of David the servant of the LORD, who 

spoke to the LORD the words of this song in the day that the LORD 
delivered him from the hand of all his enemies and from the hand of Saul. 
And he said,} ‘I love You, O LORD, my strength’” (Psalm 18:1).   

(ii)  And yet this was insignificant in Your eyes, O Lord GOD, for You have 
spoken also of the house of Your servant concerning the distant future. 
And this is the custom of man, O Lord GOD.  Again what more can David 
say to You?  For You know Your servant, O Lord GOD!” (2 Sam. 7:19-
20).   

(iii)  “After all that has come upon us for our evil deeds and our great guilt, 
since You our God have requited us less than our iniquities deserve, and 
have given us an escaped remnant as this, shall we again break Your 
commandments and intermarry with the peoples who commit these 
abominations? Would You not be angry with us to the point of 
destruction, until there is no remnant nor any who escape?” (Ezra 9:13-
14).   
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d.  Finally, he will never allow himself to be satisfies with the things of the 
world, but will always have the Lord as his best portion in life (542-543):  
“‘The LORD is my portion,’ says my soul, ‘Therefore I have hope in Him’” 
(Lam. 3:24).   

e.  Flavel notes that prosperity may have adverse affects on the Christian, but not 
like the non-Christian.  It may influence them, ensnare their minds, and 
greatly alienate them from the things of heaven, yet it will never subvert the 
Lord as the center of their hearts.  Though the Christian wrestles with sin that 
seeks to move him away from God, he also has a principle of grace “which 
thwarts and crosses that principle of corruption” (Ibid.).   

 
C.  Third, how adversity can reveal true grace.   

1.  The second trial the Lord uses to test hearts is that of adversity (Jeremiah 9:7).  
In adversity, there are things that both the saint and the hypocrite will experience 
– both may fear adversity, have an unwillingness to face it, experience 
impatience and worry, wish for it to end, and both may be driven to their knees 
by it (544-545).   

2.  But there are also differences in their experience:   
a.  The hypocrite:   

(i)  “A graceless heart is not quickly and easily brought to see the hand of 
God in those troubles that befal it, and to be duly affected with it” (546):  
“O LORD, Your hand is lifted up yet they do not see it.  They see Your 
zeal for the people and are put to shame; Indeed, fire will devour Your 
enemies” (Isa. 26:11).   

(ii)  The hypocrite will not seek to know what caused his afflictions 
(Jeremiah 8:6; Ibid.).   

(iii)  If he could avoid the affliction by sinning, he would do so:  Elihu, 
speaking the words of the wicked, said, “Be careful, do not turn to evil, for 
you have preferred this to affliction” (Job 36:21).   

(iv)  He turns to his fellow man for help, rather than from every man to God 
(2 Chronicles 28:22); and he always comes out of the adversity more 
corrupt than before (Isaiah 1:5; 546-548).   

 
b.  The saint:   

(i)  The gracious soul, on the other hand, will turn to God in his affliction:  
“Then Job arose and tore his robe and shaved his head, and he fell to the 
ground and worshiped” (Job 1:20).   

(ii)  He will acknowledge that the affliction has come from God and submit 
to it:  “He said, ‘Naked I came from my mother's womb, and naked I shall 
return there.  The LORD gave and the LORD has taken away.  Blessed be 
the name of the LORD’” (Job 1:21).   

(iii)  He will declare that God is just in all that He does to afflict him:   
(a)  The Levites said, “However, You are just in all that has come upon us; 

for You have dealt faithfully, but we have acted wickedly” (Neh. 9:33).   
(b)  “After all that has come upon us for our evil deeds and our great guilt, 

since You our God have requited us less than our iniquities deserve, 
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and have given us an escaped remnant as this, shall we again break 
Your commandments and intermarry with the peoples who commit 
these abominations?  Would You not be angry with us to the point of 
destruction, until there is no remnant nor any who escape?” (Ezra 9:13-
14).   

(iv)  He will humble himself under God’s hand of chastisement and seek to 
know why God is chastening him:  “I will say to God, ‘Do not condemn 
me; let me know why You contend with me’” (Job 10:2).   

(v)  He will endure the affliction rather than trying to avoid it through sin 
(Hebrews 11:35), and will bless God for whatever he gains through the 
affliction, even though it may have cost him dearly (548-550).   
(a)  “Women received back their dead by resurrection; and others were 

tortured, not accepting their release, so that they might obtain a better 
resurrection; and others experienced mockings and scourgings, yes, 
also chains and imprisonment.  They were stoned, they were sawn in 
two, they were tempted, they were put to death with the sword; they 
went about in sheepskins, in goatskins, being destitute, afflicted, ill-
treated (men of whom the world was not worthy), wandering in deserts 
and mountains and caves and holes in the ground” (Heb. 11:35-38).   

(b)  “It is good for me that I was afflicted, that I may learn Your statutes” 
(Psalm 119:71).   

(c)  May the Lord help us to discern from this whether or not we have true 
grace in our hearts.  Amen.   


