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Vital Christianity #6

“No Matter How It Seems”

Jeremiah 29:11 & James 4:7-10

October 15, 2006


Both of these scripture readings were written to people who had in some way or another lost their spiritual way. James is writing to a Christian church that has degenerated into verbal, maybe even physical combat. They are fighting and quarreling. They want but they don’t seek God’s blessings, and when they ask God they ask for their own will not God’s will. They are looking at the world and trying to have what the world has and remain in God’s will, but the two are often mutually exclusive. They are tearing each other apart and tearing their church apart. It is not a good time in the life of the church.


The people to whom Jeremiah writes are a lot farther down the road from God than the people to whom James writes. The church that James writes to has not yet crashed and burned but Jeremiah’s audience has! They too tried to live like the world while claiming to be God’s people. It didn’t work for them either, and eventually God turned his back upon their prayers and worship and allowed the world to have them. The mighty Babylonian Empire under Nebuchadnezzar swept down from the North and devastated the land and people carting into slavery those who were not slain by the sword. It was a bad time!


Both of these letters were written during a hard time for the church of God. Both of these letters clearly define the reason for the hardship, people wanted their way instead of God’s way. Both of these letters clearly show that God may turn his back on us for a time but he never completely forgets us, and never gives up on his plans for us. No matter how it seems God says, “I know the plans I have for you, plans to prosper you and not harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.”


Sometimes it may seem to us that we are in slavery. I know that some of you find yourselves today in work situations that seem pretty close to slavery to you. Your work gives you no pleasure. The people you work with are not happy either and make the work even more difficult. You come home from an eternally long day and just want to curl up and try to forget that you will have to go back there again tomorrow. I have been there and done that. I know how it feels. Hang in there, this won’t last forever. No matter how it seems now, God says, “I know the plans I have for you, plans to prosper you and not harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.”


Some of you have seen a glimpse of some of God’s plans for you, God has pulled the curtain of the future back just a little and given you a peak. But you are not there yet. There are many obstacles in the way and they seem insurmountable. 


I remember well when God gave me my first glimpse of my ministry. I was ready! I wanted to get started right then. But I wasn’t really ready. I had other obligations that God expected me to honor. I had years of training ahead of me. The religious community had many steps that I would have to take before they would allow me to do ministry. The process was my ministry. I didn’t like being called to the process. But this was a part of God’s plan.


God’s plans cannot be thwarted, nor can they be hurried. God had a plan for his people in exile but they were going to have to wait for seventy years before he would restore them. In the meantime they were to pray and to listen to Him and to seek His will. They were to live as if the terrible place they were was a part of God’s plan, because it was. Any place can be a part of God’s preparation for another place. Hard times help us to appreciate God’s plan and stay with it when the times get easier.


No matter how it seems God says, “I know the plans I have for you, plans to prosper you and not harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.” It is rare for a people to be absolutely certain that they are faithfully following God’s plans. The path is not all that well marked and has to be regularly checked. That too is part of God’s plan, to keep us looking, to keep us alert.

Several years ago I took the family to Crested Butte, Colorado for a vacation. One day David and I went hiking up the mountain behind us. We had seen a nice path snaking up the mountain side and set out to see where it went. As we walked the path grew smaller and fainter. After about an hour we were not at all certain we were on a human path at all, we could have been following a deer path or worse a bear path. In those mountains we couldn’t see but a little ways up the path and had no idea where it was leading us or what was around the next bend.


God’s plan is much like that. God doesn’t let us see too far ahead. He shows us our destination but he doesn’t show us a step by step path to get there. We have to trust him, step out in faith, then keep our eyes alert to the trail. Why? Because God demands of his disciples FAITH. And faith is not being certain but absolutely trusting God and moving forward.


Your nine elders, your pastor, and the 16 people who were on the Discernment Team, at least two dozen of our most dedicated people, believe that we have seen part of God’s plan for St. Timothy. We believe that the mission statement of your church is perfectly in line with God’s plan for St. Timothy when it says we “exist to spread the Gospel of Jesus Christ through Christian worship, education, fellowship, witness, and service”. We all believe that God has shown us a hole in our ministry and a way to fill it.

There are many people in our community who did not grow up in a church and do not have a love for our favorite hymns or organ music. But they are searching for God in their lives. They find him on Christian radio and television, but that is not enough. They need the church like you and I need the church. And so they go looking for their favorite music and words of encouragement in a worship atmosphere that isn’t tradition bound and alien to them.

God has shown us that we can provide what they are looking for, that he has already given us some of the people and the facility to reach out to them. And so we are, even though it will mean some changes to us all and some faithful expense. But God never calls a people to follow without providing what they need as they follow. God has a plan for us, “plans to prosper us and not harm us, plans to give us hope and a future”.


God says, “You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart. You will call upon me and come and pray to me, and I will listen to you”. For almost a year your Discernment Team sought the Lord in His word, in our ministries and in our prayers. We found Him, and He revealed a part of His plan for us. We have stepped out on the path toward His plan. We can’t see every step of the path, can’t see around every bend or over every hill, but we know it is His path. We have tested the path by every means God gives us and it smells like God’s path, looks like where God would lead us, feels right. We are climbing God’s mountain.


The first part of the climb is to find a worship music leader. This person is as critical to contemporary worship as the organist is to traditional worship. This person is a combination of music leader and worship leader and cheerleader. This person might be a member of the band or a lead singer or a professional director, but will be the person to set the mood of the contemporary service, is critical to the ministry. Before we hire this person you will get a chance to meet him or her and hear his or her testimony for the Lord.


The next critical person for this Contemporary Worship is the person who will preach the message and pastor the people. I would love to be able to do that but I can’t be in two places at once on Sunday morning. And so we have begun looking for an associate Pastor who completely understand the needs of the unchurched community. At St. Timothy this person will be brought on board as an associate pastor with me because we will share the ministry of the word and sacrament. His or her responsibility may include other critical ministries of the church, but the main responsibility will be to preach and pastor.

St. Timothy is going to grow. It may take a year, it may not, but our faithfulness to the Lord will reap a harvest of souls and we will need someone to help me take care of those new people, take care of them on Sunday, take care of them on Tuesday. This person will be an ordained minister of the Cumberland Presbyterian Church, approved by Red River Presbytery. We may have to go outside our denomination to find that perfect person, but they will come on board only after agreeing to seek ordination in the Cumberland Presbyterian Church. This must surely be one of the most exciting times in the history of this church!

St. Timothy is NOT like either of these churches in our bible readings today. But the scriptures warn us of how easy it could be for us to fall into their mistakes. We are not on a quest for our own personal satisfaction. If that were the case we wouldn’t walk out on this path. We have carefully consulted God’s word and God’s Spirit and have been repeatedly led to believe by God that this new outreach effort is blessed by God.

We are not at battle with each other over this issue. We all believe that God wants us to share the Good News with our community in every way that we possibly can. We may not all agree with every move but we all agree with the need and the call. We have given responsibility to the very best people God has given us.

This is God’s call to follow. God never calls a people to follow without providing everything they need to follow. But God rarely gives them everything they need before they begin the journey. There is no example of that anywhere in the bible. God allows just enough of the unknown to force us to rely on him and not on ourselves. God always provides to the faithful. Always.

“I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.” James was right when he said, “Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up.” God never fails to lift us up when we trust Him and follow Him. Never. Amen

