fray: “As servants of God we have commended ourselves in every way: through great endurance, in afflictions, hardships, calamities, beatings, imprisonments, riots, labors, sleepless nights, hunger; by purity, knowledge, patience, kindness, holiness of spirit, genuine love, truthful speech, and the power of God; with the weapons of righteousness for the right hand and for the left; in honor and dishonor, in ill repute and good repute. We are treated as impostors, and yet are true; as unknown, and yet are well known; as dying, and see — we are alive; as punished, and yet not killed; as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; as poor, yet making many rich; as having nothing, and yet possessing everything” (vv. 4-10). It never occurred to Paul to passively accept what was happening to him. Paul knew, with his limited understanding of God’s plan, that things were not as they seemed.

In 1945, a few years before Jackie Robinson broke into major league baseball, he met with Brooklyn Dodgers owner Branch Rickey. “I’m looking for a ball player,” Rickey said, “with the guts not to fight back.” Hotel clerks would refuse Robinson a room. Waiters would walk right by his table. Fellow ballplayers would hurl racial slurs under their breath, just loud enough for him to hear. If Robinson flew off the handle at such provocations, the cause of integrating baseball could be set back a generation. Robinson rose to the challenge.

One of the worst offenders was Philadelphia Phillies manager Ben Chapman: “the most vicious of any of the people in terms of name calling,” Robinson recalled. Yet, Robinson agreed to take a friendly photo with Chapman to help save the man’s job. “I have to admit that having my picture taken with this man was one of the most difficult things I had to make myself do,” Robinson wrote, but he was willing because it was part of a larger plan.

What Robinson did was to make a long series of distinctions between things he could change and things he could not. We could say he learned to set some things aside, to say “it is what it is,” knowing that one day he would no longer have to. Jackie Robinson was not fleeing confrontation. He was managing it. He was keeping his eye on the goal.

There is an ancient and philosophical foundation for this expression: Stoicism. The Stoics believed that the best chance at happiness was to endure pain, withstand disappointment, and tolerate adversity without emotion and without complaint. Stoicism also taught that it is possible to move beyond fatalism and determinism. We may not have control over outward events, but we are the rulers of our own emotions and thoughts. To a Stoic, doing a face-plant on concrete is an accident; getting up is a choice. You cannot control events, but you can control your mind, your reactions, and your responses. Realizing this, we find new strength for living.
Paul had every reason to throw up his hands and cry “It it what it is!” He suffered more than most of us ever will. Yet, Paul, in his words to the Corinthians Christians, offers modern-day Christians advice on how to live beyond life as it appears to be. Here are five ideas for faithful living.

Take the first step. “See, now is the acceptable time; see, now is the day of salvation” (v. 2). If the journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step, now is as good a time as any to take that step. Nothing changes if we sit on our hands or wallow in fear. If fortune favors the bold, be bold in the Lord because God cares for you, God has a plan for you, and God desires good things for you. Step out in faith. Take the risk. You may stumble and fall; or you may rise and soar.

Respond well to adversity.  Paul never shied away from affliction. Likewise, there are many contemporary examples of people who rise above the fray. We are moved by cancer survivors and wounded warriors. We are motivated by those who make something great of their life in the face of great adversity. We are inspired by those who turn hardships into triumphs. We are not the first or the last people to have troubles; how we respond to those troubles matters. By the power of God, we may respond well and in so doing we may encourage someone else. 

Ignore the naysayers. “We are treated as impostors, and yet are true,” Paul wrote, “as unknown, and yet are well known; as dying, and see — we are alive; as punished, and yet not killed; as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; as poor, yet making many rich; as having nothing, and yet possessing everything” (2 Cor. 6:8-10). It does not matter what others think of you or say about you. What matters is what God thinks of you and how you live your life as a disciple of Jesus. Do not listen to the naysayers; listen to the truth that God puts great store in you, God loves you, and God delights in you. Live into that!

Lean into your community. We are not meant to navigate life’s storms alone. Our community of family, friends, and fellow believers plays a vital role in helping us overcome adversity. In tough times, reach out for support and be willing to support others. The Bible urges us “to provoke one another to love and good deeds…encouraging one another” (Hebrews 10:24-25). With this kind of help, we can weather any storm, find comfort, be encouraged, and receive strength in our shared journey.

Reshape the narrative. Instead of moaning about misfortune, alter your perspective. Embrace your troubles. View your problems as opportunities. This is not a pollyannish sentiment. It is, as every athlete knows, the knowledge that no gain comes without pain. Paul wrote: “We also boast in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit given to us” (Rom. 5:3-5). Adversity can be a huge invitation to grow in experience, mature in our faith, develop a deep resilience, and become stronger at the weak points.

There is an old story about a king, whose people had grown soft and entitled. Displeased, the king hoped to teach them a lesson. He placed a large boulder in the middle of the road, completely blocking entry into the city. Then he hid nearby to observe their reactions. Would they band together to remove it? Or would they get discouraged, quit, and return home? With growing disappointment, the king watched as person after person came to the roadblock and turned away; or tried halfheartedly before giving up. Many openly complained, or cursed the king or fortune, or bemoaned the inconvenience, but none managed to do anything about it.

After several days a man came along on his way to town. He did not turn away, but strained and strained, trying to push it out of the way. Then he scrambled into the woods to find something he could use for leverage. He returned with a large branch and deployed it to dislodge the massive rock from the road. Beneath the rock were a purse of gold coins and a note from the king, which read: “The obstacle on the path becomes the path. Never forget, within every obstacle is an opportunity to improve your condition.”

The Good News of Christ’s Gospel is rebirth, fresh starts, being “born again,” being alive although once dead, and walking in light rather than darkness. It is not a resigned “it is what it is,” but an excited “it is what it is!” as we lean into God’s power. The Gospel is restoration, regeneration, and renewal; life-giving, empowering, redeeming things we can proclaim to the world. We proclaim the hope we have in Jesus, for this is truly what it is!

Prayer: Faithful God, thank You for the ministry and witness of Paul and the many things I can learn from his dedicated attitude in sharing the truth of the gospel. I praise and thank You for the assurance that I also have, that You are my Defense and my Defender, and I can trust You no matter what difficulties or dangers I may encounter. May You be glorified in my life, and may I speak the Word of truth boldly, in the power of God, taking up the weapons of righteousness wherever I go. In Jesus' name, Amen.
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When reporters asked New England Patriots coach Bill Belichick if he was proud of the team’s accomplishments in the post-Tom Brady era, he responded, “Whatever happened in the past, whatever it is, it is…Nothing we can do about it. We’re moving on.” It is what it is. An observer commented: “it is what it is [can be] used as a kind of verbal shrug signaling resigned acceptance of an unchangeable situation.” Perhaps this defeatist attitude is why so many people dislike the expression. John McWhorter is not a fan of the phrase, but he notes that the saying means “that one must sometimes make one’s peace with misfortune or difficulty rather than getting torn up about it.” When you feel helpless and there is nothing further to be done, throw up your hands and say, “It is what it is.”

The apostle Paul encountered more adversity than most, but Paul did not take a fatalistic “it is what it is” view of life. Paul knew that things are not always what they seem to be. He tried to see beyond the obvious nature of his situation. Paul knew God faithfully worked out God’s plan, doing things Paul does not always notice or understand. As an example, Paul cites the prophet Isaiah (49:8) who predicted a time when God’s people would be brought back from exile. What the Hebrew people saw as an impossible and dire situation was not really that at all because God was at work in the background directing things. 

Scripture is filled with reminders that God offers providential care (Gen. 50:20; Isa. 46:8-10; Rom. 8:28, 31, 38-39; Matt. 6:33-34); that our present trials are temporary (2 Cor. 4:16-18; Rom. 8:18); that what does not kill us makes us stronger (2 Cor. 12:9; Phil. 4:13; 1 Pet. 5:10); and that God makes us strong in the broken places (Ps. 34:18, 51:17, 147:3. Isa. 41:10, 43:2).

Thus, confessing “it is what it is” may not a wimpy abandonment of responsibility, but may be a brave and thoughtful giving over to God the things we cannot change. It may be a shorthand version of Rienhold Niebuhr’s “Serenity Prayer”? “Lord, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.” Saying “it is what it is,” recognizes that when there is nothing that we can do to change the situation, we can have the courage to face our fears without knuckling-under because we know and trust that God is still working. Saying “it is what it is” may be a bold statement of faith in God’s goodness, guidance, and everlasting care.

This is high level thinking. Which can be tough when you are in the thick of things. Even as forces beyond his control pressed in on him, Paul assessed the situation as one above the
